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ABSTRACT

WHY DID THE STRATEGIC HAMLET PROGRAM FAIL?: A study to
determine the reasons for the fallure of the Strateglc
Hamlet Program In South Vietnam, by Llieutenant Colonel
Peter F. Leahy, Australlan Army, 184 pages.

Over the perlod from {961 to 1963 the Government of Vietnam
Introduced the Strategic Hamlet Program, whlich was deslgned
to be the central part of a comprehensive plan to pacify
South Vletnam. Paclflcation was to be achleved by lsclating
the rural population from the Viet Cong communist guerlllas.
The alms of the Strateglic Hamlet Program were expressed as
securlty, economlc development, Soclal advancement, and
polltlical particlpation. By ingtituting reforms the
Government of Vietnam believed that it could win the
alleglance of the people and thus defeat the Viet Cong.

The Strategic Hamlet Program eventually falled because of
{nadequate plannling and coordinatlon, Inadequate resources,

an unrealistic timetable, problems with sltling and
construction, and Inadequate angd  falsifled evaluation
procedures. In aadition there was a lack of commitment to

the program, especlally from President Dlem. Another factor
contributing to the fallure- of the program was the
impatlence and Intolerance of the Unlted States towards the
government of Preslident Dlem. Above all, the peasants, who
had been ldentlfled as the focus In the war agalinst the
Insurgents, rejected the program becaugse the promised
reformse did not materiallze amld the corruptlion and
bureaucratlic Inefflcency assoclated with the !mplementation
of the program.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

This |Is a study of pacification In Vietnam from 196!
to 1963, Over these three vears the Government of the
Republic of V]ietnam [ntroduced and supported the Strategic
Hamlet Program. This program became the Government ot
Vietnam’s "ma.dor ldeological and Institutional tool in
attemptling to generate popular consensus ln support of its
efforts to defeat the enemy."! The strategic hamlets were
the ma.ior component of a comprehensive campalan to brlng
peace to South Vietnam by lisolating the rural population
from the Viet Cong guerillas.

While largely seen as a milltary activity, the most
signlflcant |Impact of the Strateglic Hamlet Program was
intended to occur beyond the military sphere. President Ngo
Dinh Dlem and his brother and adviser Ngo Dinh Nhu, expected
that the strategic hamlets would bring about fundamental
changes in the nature of South Vietnamese soclety. In his
Preslident’s message on National! Day 1962, Presldent Diem

proclalmed:

The Strateglc Hamlet |s lndeed also and primarily
the point of Impact of a polltical and social
revolutlon which will serve as the foundation for
our economic reveolution.<




Thls theme of an all-encompassing program was
reiterated In July of i963, when Presldent Dlem referred to
the "total revolutlon pollicy of the strategic hamlets.*3 By
the end of 1963, Diem was dead and his "total revolutlon®
was In dlisarray. By all appearances, the Strategic Hamiet
Program had falled. This study will examine the aifferent
securlity, economic. social, and political components of the

Strategic Hamlet Program to determine why it failed.

DEFINITIONS
In this study Pacliflcation, literally meaning to
reduce to a state of peace, wlll refer to al! of the efforts

by the Government of Vietnam to restore and mailntaln law ana
order In the countryslade. Pacliflcation programs should seek
to provide sustained protection for the rural population
trom lnsurgent threafs. At the same time, a paciflcatlon
program should alm to engender support for the government pv
meeting the needs of the pecople. In concept a pacification
program should be a clvil, as well as a milltary proiect.
properly coordlnated, «carefully planned., and adequately
resourced. Just as the South Vietnamesgse and the United
States did., thls study assumes paclflcation to be a viable
counterlnsurgency strateav.

Some authors. such as U.S. Army officer and
historian, Rod Paschall, have suggested that economic
geveiopment may not Dpe essential to the success of a
counteringuraency effort,. Paschall argues that some

Insurgencies have been put down sSolely by brute force.4
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This takes a limlted view of paclflcation, neglectina poth
the long term view and the mportance of the social ana
polltical components of a paciflcation program in favour of
an approach based solely on securlity and economic measures.
Properly coordlnated and adequately resourced pacliflication
programs remaln a government’'s best course of action In
overcoming an |{nsurgency, because they combine all of the
elements of power avallable to a government n a slnale
campaign.

The Strateglc Hamlet Program was the primary focus of
South V]etnamese efforts to paclfy the country. The
Government of Vietnam recelved extenslive aadvice and
asslistance from the Unlted States and the Unlilted Kingaom as
It Ilmplemented the program. In the process, the strategic
hamlets came to mean dlfferent things to those involvea.
Precsident Diem saw them as the point of Impact of a
revolutlion. Ngo Dinh Nhu sald that the oblective was "to
assure sgecurlty of the people In order that the success of
the political, soclal and milltary reveolution micht pe
assured Dby an enthusiastic movement of solldarlity and
self-sufflciency."5

Robert Thompson, the former Secretary of Defence in
Malaya, was appointed the head of the British Advisory
Misglon to Vietnam In 1961. and became a key adviger to
Preslident Diem., Thompson gave three maln oblectives to be
achleved through the Strategic Hamlet Program. The first
was to protect the population, a prereguisite for the other

3



two oplegtivea: tg unlite the people and involve them 1In
poaltive action on the alde af the government: anda to

provide development In soclal, economlc, and polltlical

flelds.®

The American view of the program, stated In the U.S.
Milltary Asslstance Command “ietnam Special! Report Number 1.
was that the opiectlives lncluded "all civil-mlilitary
measures necesSsary to galn or malntain Security and
populatlion control and estaplish effectlvely presence of
government among people."’

Insurgency refers to the subversive and violent
actions of an organlized movement that has as lts aim the
cemoval of an exlsting government. In South Vietnam over
thls period, the I|lnsurgency lnvolved the actlions ot the
Natlonal Liberation Front under the general and increasing
direction of the Democratlic Republic of Vietnam. The
Insurgents In South Vietnam fought a ‘“people‘s war"
characterized by a nucleus of peasant support, a commitment
to a protracted confllct, direction by a tralned cadre. ang
overall control of the I(nsurgency effort by the party
organlzatlion.8 As Dougias Blaufarb explained, the
Vietnamese Communlists reflined the concept of people’s war to .
Include both a strategy Jof cperating against the domestic
20lltlecal vulinerablitities of the South Vietnamese allies ana
an increased reliance upan terrorism ©

Counterinsyurqency refers to the actlons ot a

government to defeat an insurgency. Actlons taken may
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Incluage varlous comblnations of activities to ensure
gecurlty by the use of mllltury and paramllltary forces, as
well as polltical, social, economic, and psycholocaglcal
programs.

Clear and hold operations are counterinsurgency
operatlons !n whlch securlty forces move [nto a disputed
area and secure |t for subsequent action by the government
to pbring about economic, soclal, and polltical reform. The
security forces remaln In the area to provide protection and
to ensure that the Insurgent forces cannot reassert their
influence. Over tlme., security force numbere may be reduced
or regular force units may be replaced by le3ss well-trained
and equlippea local force millitia units.

Search and destroy operationg are operations in which
gsecurity forces move [(nto a disputec area for a limited time
In order to seek out and decislvely engage insurgent forces.
Once the mission 18 accoinpllished the securlty forces
withdraw, and the area may return to lnsurgent control.

EFAILURE

Thls thesis assumes the Strateglc Hamlet Program
falled. In order to detall the reasons for this €fallure.
the Strategic Hamliet Program will be assessed |In terms ot
the stated objectives, whlch were to attaln security,
economic development, soclal moblllzation, ana pollitical
pacticlpation. Securlity measures, to be conducted by the
police ana milltary forces, were des'agned to protect the

popu'ace and to create an infrastructure for popular

S




countercuertlla actlion. Economic advancement was to be

achleved throuah the «aevelopment of rural lndustrie2,
cooperatlve Instltutlons, and the full development of'local
resources. Social moblilzation was to be achleved throuah a
new scale of clvilc values based on a new ldeology called
“personalism" and throuch Individual dedication to the
common good. Polltical participation was to be achleveda
through the relntroduction of democracy In the villages
which would include Involvement of the villagers in local
government.

while assuming the fallure of the Strateglic Hamlet
Program, the thesis wlll also consider successes in the
areas detalled above. Fallure s assumed because the
program dld not survive intact beyond early 1964. It should
be recognized, that not all elements of the program failea
unlformly. In some areas credlible success was achieved.
while In others admirable and substantlal gains were mace.

ASSESSING PACIFICATION IN THE REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM

Using the stated objectives of the Government of
Vietnam the performance of the 8trateglc hamlets wl!ll be
asgessed based on two criterla: flrst., whether government
efforts to lsolate and protect the rural population from the
Viet Cong were successful: second, the ability of the
government to wlin the support of the peasants. The
consideration of both questions (s impeortant as. by itself,
lsolation of the peasant, or of the |nsurgent. is an

Inadequate aim, The government must at the ecame time win

6




the willing and contlnued support o©f the peasant through

economic, soclal, and pelltlical programs.
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CHAPTER 2

IHE REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM

Rural llfe |n Vietnam In the early 19608 was much as
It had been for centurles, despite almost continual
domination by one forelgn power or another. One enduring
congtant throughout Vlietnamese hlistory, a constant that
would contlnually thwart government efforts at pacification,
was the nature of both the village and the next lowest
administrative wunit, the hamlet. While an Informal
assoclatlon, the vlillage was a strong and viable
organization, The village was largely self-sufficlent with
1ts own soclal, legal, economlic, and politlical life.

Durlng the 19508 and the early 19608 changes began
occurring that altered the pattern of traditlonal village
life. Strong forces were at work on the entire soclety of
South Vietnam, and these forces drastically altered the way
of life of the peasants, presenting them as the point of
focus In the struggle for the ccntrol of the country.

GEQGRAPHY AND CLIMATE

Sltuated at the southeastern tip of the Aslan

mainland, Vietnam has two major geographlc features. They

are the deltas of the Red Rliver and the Mekong River. The

9




ﬁ

maiority of ¢the population 1llves |In these two fertiie
plalns. Separatling these two plains I8 a narrow coastal
pialn. which broadens south of the 17th parallel. the line
of partition separating Communist from non-Communist
Vietnam.

In the Repub!lc of Vietnam. to the south of the 17th

Parallel, where this study 1|s concentrated. the coastal

plaln brocadens tc the south of Saigon as it opens out Into

the Mekong Delta and Camau Peninsula at the extreme south of

the country. To the west are the mountains and hian
plateaus of the Annamlte Mountain Range, which forms tne
porder between South Vietnam. Laos. and Cambodlia. These
mountalns run to within S0 miles to the north-east of

Salgon, where they rapli!dly dlssipate [nto the areat fertile

plains of the Mekona Delta.

The climate of the region |s tropical, proaucina
iungles as well as a flourlshling environment for rubber
trees, In the flat and fertlle delta reglon. rice was an
abundant crop as was the bamboco. which farmers used to
supplement thelr incomes when the rice crop falled.

DEMOGRAPHY

The population of the Republlic of Vietnam in 1962 was .
estimated at 14.2 milllon.! Of these. approximately 670.000
were of the hlahland tribal groups of the Bahnar. Rhade. and
Jhar| people, who made up the most Important ethnic
minority. These people, <collectively known as tne

Montaanardgs, occupied the strategic Central Hlahlands.
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Other aitable groups were the Campoeqians, Chinese, ana
French. The remaining 85% were ethnic Vietnamese. A2 a
result of the 1954 Geneva Agreements, which partltioned
Vlietnam, over 800,000 refugees mlarated from communlst-hela
North Vlietnam. Many of these refugees were Catholics who
settled In and arouna Salaon and the Delta area to the
south.=

The major clties wvere Hue, Da Nang, and the capital.
Salaon. Most ¢f the people were concentrated In the Mekonna
Delta and the lowland reglons of the central plains.

SQCIETY

Sccial organlzations In the Republic of VYietnam in
the early 1960s were deeply marked by hlstorlical, religious.
and ethnic factors. The name Indochlna [tself alves some
Indlcatlon of the diversity of the area. as It aptly
descripes the meeting place of Indian and Chlnese infiuence.
Due to hilstorical pre-eminence Chinese i(nfluence was
dominant. providing the country with Confuclan attitudes,
Budahism, and tight soclal organizations.

Two very strong elements of this tlght social
organization were the famlly and the village. The vast
maljority of Vietnamese Ilived a traditional life. making

. their livelinocod from aariculture. Accoraina to Frances
Fitzgerald. "the traditional Vietnamese |ivea by c¢onstant
repetition. by the sowina and reaplng of rice and by the
perpetuation of customary law."?  With only three maior
cltles, occuplea laraely by government adminlsgtrators ana

11
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merchants (predomlnantly Chlnese), there were slaniflcant
dlvisions between clty dwellers and the malority ot the
population In the countryside. Used to an insular ana
traditional life, the peasants resented outside control.
change, and manlpulatlion with which they assoclated the
urban ellites.

Colonlal Influence was a signlficant factor in
shapling the soclo-economlc conditlons evident in 1961. The
French viewed Indochlna as a source of raw materials and as
a market for manufactured aoods. French covernments
concentrated on supporting this colonlal economy ana pald
llttle regard to developlng representatlive gaovernment or to
accommodating Vietnamese |[nterests. Little was aqone <to
develop the country. and polltical organlzatlons ana trade
unions were not allowed. As a result there was no system
for airing grlievances. Bernara Fall credits this
shortcoming with glving "rise to a great deal of underarouna
organizina to the profit of the Communists. who were most
skilled In that kind of actlvity."4

Another signiflicant legacy of French rule was that
the country was left with very few capable and experienced
adminlistrators. Under colonlal rule, French administrators
were employed a3 far down as provinclal level. Vietnamese
were denled aamisslion to the civil service, evxcept for those
glven access to the lower ranks.S

The French also denled the very existence of Vietnam.
seelna it only as three of the flive state3 of French

12
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Indochina, At thi2 time Indochina comeriged the States ot
Vietnam, Campodia., and Laca. The French vlew accentuateq
the dlfferences petween the three states of Vietnam, which
were Tonkln <(north>, Annam <(centre), and Cochinchlna
(south). As Dliem sought to consolldate power after the
departure of the French, these dlfferences were to become an
important factor. Joseph J. Zasloff, Professor of Pollticai
Sclence at the Unlversity of Salaon observed:

Presldent Diem and hl!s famlly come from Hue. the former

capltal of the Center. and many of his keyv bureaucrats

are from the Center also. or from the North. Thus to

the Southern peasantry, the reaime that succeeaed Frencn
rule still to some extent seems an allen one.

HISTORY

Throughout lts history Vietnam had been domlinated by
one forelgn power or another. The Chinese were dominant
from A.D. 111, although at times the Klngdom, which was then
known as Nam-Viet, was able to break free of Chlnese
control. French Interest, which began with misslonaries ana
traders in the late 16th century, was formallzea In 1887,
when the Indochinese Union was proclalmed.

Durlng Worla War 1II, Vletnam was occupled by the
Japanese. Durlng the war a nominally natlonalist
organizatlon known as the Viet Minh league was tounded pov
the Communists, with the Moscow-trained Ho Chi Minh as its
leader. In August 1945, with the defeat of the Japanese.
the Viet Minh cejzed powver and deposed Bao Dal, the Emperor

ot Annam. On 2 September 1945, Ho Chi Minnh qeciarea
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independence tor the Democratlc Republlc of Vietnam. With
the return of the French and thelr efforts to reclaim their
colony, sporacic fighting broke out as both sides 3ought to
pursue thelr competing claims to the country. The Flicst
Indochlina War, which was to last 8 years, began In earnest
when Viet Minh forces attacked Hano!l on 19 December 1946.

The war reached |ts conclusion when the French
garrlson at Dlen Blen Phu surrendered In May 1954 after a
S6-day sieaqge, This malor strateaic defeat sianalled the
effective end of French colonlal rule. Hostillitles endea
forma!ly wlth an aareement concludea on 20 July 1954 at the
Geneva Conference. This and other aqreements called for
treatles of indepenaence and assoclation, the withdrawal of
troops, and an lInternational commisslion to control and
supervise the provislons of the aareement. Of over-ridina
signiflcance was the temporary partition of Vietnam at the
17th parallel wuntll natlonwide electlons on the Issue of
reuniflcation could take place In July 1956,

In the south, on 7 June 1954, the Emperor Bao Dai
Invited Nao Dinh Diem to become Prime Minister. The cholce
of Diem was based on hls antl-communist attltude and the
fact that he was not tainted by a close assocliatlion with the
French. Diem promptly declined to participate 1In the
elections for rceunliflicatlon. His decislon was fully
supported by the Unitec States gevernment which. by this
time, was providing ever-increasing levels of assistance.’
Diem deposed Bao Dal on 23 October 1955 in a referendum and
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pecame Prealdent of the npewvly-proclaimea  Repuplic of
Vietnam. Vietnam thus pecame two separate countrles dlvlided
at the 17th parallel.
THE _GOVERNMENT OF VIETNAM

Shortly after the creation of the PRepubllc of
Vietnam. a new constitutlon was promulgated in QOctober 1956.
The constltutlion provided for executive power to be vested
In the President with legislative power wielded In a single
chamber Natlonal Assemply. The system of government was to
be unitary in that the constitutlion providea only for a
central «government. For admlinlstrative purposes. the
country was divided Into 38 provinces and 4 municlpalities.
The municlipalities were Hue, Da Nang. Dalat, and the
Prefecture of Salgen. They were |ndependent of the
surroundlng provinces and malntalned direct contact with the
central government. The provinces were made up of
dlstrlcts, cantons, villages, and hamiets.8 For
administrative reasons. primarily for Inspection and
coordination of provinclal actlivitles by the Department of
the Interlor and the Presidency, the provinces were agarouped
Into 4 reglons: Central Vietnam Lowlands. South Yietnam
East, South Vletnam West, and Central Vietnam Highlanas.
The administratlve structure of South Vietnam to provincial

level |s shown on the map on page 16.
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Under the constltution, a strong presidentlal =ystem
was establlshed. Dlem was partlculariy adept at using thls
system, by malntalning control over day-to-day government
affairs either himself or through a very close circle of
advlisers. Within the executlve branch, the province
appeared only as an admlnlistratlve unit, created py the
President and operated under hls Jurlsdictlon. Each
province was headed by a Province Chlef who was appolnted pv
the Preslaent. Jason L. Trinkle and Tran Van Dinh explalned
the powers of the province chlief In the followlng terms:
"The Province chlef derives his power dlrectly from the
Presldency and the only limlts to his authorlity are those
Imposed by it."?

In 1960, 21 of the 38 province chlefs held milltary
rank.!0 Dennis Duncanson assessed this pollicy of appointing
millitary offlcers -as provinclal chlefs as weakening the
aaministratlion, rather than strengthenlng It, as was
intended. The more difflcult, and In the long term the more
Important, adminlstrative problems were delegated to
subordinates whlle the offlicers dealt wlith milltary
problems. Milltary province chiefs were |nexperienced,
appointed for short duration, prone to corruption. and
susceptlible to Interference by area commanders who were
superlor in milltary rank,.!!

As a direct link between Salgon and the gubordinate
administrative units, the province chlef occupled a pivotal
positlion by controlllng reglonal millitary forces, as well as
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budgetary and aadmlnistratlve matters. The province chlef
was also responsible for the enforcement of national laws
within his province. the malntenance of ordecr and sSecurlity,
and village adminlstration., The power of the province chief
wag explalned by Lloyd W. Woodruff as "In fact, the chlef
executive for all aaminlstratlive affalrs In the province.*l2

Administratively, the district was clrectly pelow the
province and was headed by a distrlct chief who was
appolinted by the central aovernment . A similar
aagministrative unit to the district was the canton. The
cantons were not found unlformly throughout Vietnam. but
wvere nevertheless an Important body. The cantons were
similar to the district, but thelr Importance had become
much diminished. Nelther the district nor the canton was a
legal body. and the district chlef carrlied out his autles in
the name of ‘the province chie¢f. The dlistrict chief was
responsible for the general supervision of the Ilower
adminlstrative units and for the provisien and coordination
of gervices wlithin his district. The 38 provinces were
divided up Into a total of 209 districts. The canton chief
was appolinted to perform llalson between the vi.laages ana
the district. as well as with the provincial administrative
agencles. The autles of the canton chlef were spelled out
in Presidential Ordlnance S7-a, dated 24 October 1956.!32
Woedrué€ cbserved that, by 1961, the districts were taking

over the functions ¢f the cantons: the Zantons were plavinag
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A decreazing role: and ag a result, the government was
contemplatling thelr elimlnation.l4
As the unit of government administratlon closest to
the rural populatlon. the village played a vitally Important
role In Vletnanese social organization. The districts were
divided up Into 2.579 villages. In times past. the
villagers lived an isolated life. rarely coming Into contact
with hlgher government authorltlies, By 1961 this
Indepengcence was decreasing and the village was becomina
2zt to a areat degree of centralized adminlistration. In
Wcodruff observed, "No longer does the vililage enioy
wucCh autonomy."1S
By contrast, Flnkle and Tran Van Dinh., while
tdentifylng change. observed that Vietnam‘s hlstorlcal
background worked against change. They held that the
village was more than an administratlive unit. To them |t
was a soclal, economic. and spiritual unity whlich commanded
loyalty from |[ts members. The slaniflcance of thils
observatlon lies In the concluslon they drew:
Wnile Viet Nam 1s rno longer a "federatlon of villages."
no government can affcrd to lgnore the deep attachment
of the individual Vietnamese to hls traditlonal village.
In many reschts. the village is the key to the future
of Vietnam.
Prior to the Presidential directive on administratijive
structure, village councils had been electad. In an effort

to minimize the possibility of Viet Cong inflltration as

well as to llnk village adminlstration with rnational pollcy.
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Diem replaced the elected vililage councils with appolnted
counclls. The province chlef appolnted all members of the
village councll and directly adminlistered the councll. The-
council! generally consisted of a viliage chief, a police
chief, and a flnanc~ offlcial. All were ccllectively
Involved In major actlvitles such as law enforcement. tax
colliectlon, health, justlice, and publlc works. In the Camau
Penlneula area, three speclal commlsslioners were added to
assist In anti-Communist activities. They were responsible
for political aftfairs. information programs and the youth.l7
Other administrative bodles found in the village |ncludea
the viilage self-defence guard, the hamlet self-defence
corps. farmers’ organizatlons and a l1ocal branch of the
major polltical party, the Natlonal Revolutlionary Mov. ~ent.

Whille Finkle and Tran Van Dinh identifled the .llage
as the key to the future of Viet Nam, It was the hamlet that
was selected as the battlearound between the government and
the Viet Cong. Dlem and his key advisers were Intent on
using the hamlet &s the means for achlieving security and
development in the countryside. Woodrutf quoted an unnamed
Secretary of the Interlor as belleving that the hamlet was
the "real unit that can get things done."!8

It is disconcerting then to find that the hamlet. far
from belng a viable pollitlcal and economic entlty, hada no
legal statutory basis. It was not even mentlionea In tne
Presglicentlal Ordinance Number 57-a of 24 October 1956. which
dealt Wwith adminigtrative reorganization In Vietnam.
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Wooaruff was unable to offer an adeguate definition and haq
evtreme difficulty in deecrlblng a typlcal hamlet. Robert
Sclallano offered little more, but dld proffer:

Since the advent of the Republlic, hamiet chiefs have

peen appolnted py dlstrlict chlefs generally on the

recommendation of the village chiefs. Like the village

officials. hamlet chiefs are salaried officlals. and

their main duties are to maintaln order within their

iurisdictions and carry out the lnstructions which come

from aistrlict. provincial, or, often. from Salaon

acenclies.!®

Whnat 1s clear Is that a village was made up of 2

number of hamlets based on elther social or administrative
functions. Woodruff noted there were 16,398 hamlets In
1962. They varied widely |In population from a very few to
many thousands. In the rural areas of the south. ¢he
population of the hamlets tended to be between 500 and
1,000. In the cltles and larger villages, hamlets were much
larger and there was little to Indicate where one began ana
another ended. Even though it ls difficult to define a
typlcal hamlet, they remalned a constant 1|In Vietnamese
gsociety and were an Important factor |In shaping evervday

life for the maljority of Vietnamese,. Pham Chuna conflrmed

thls Importance:

Through polltlical upheavals and many other changes, the
structure of the hamlet has retalned its essential
character. It |s the functlioning and conslistency of the
organization of this basic unit which determine tc a
areat extent the course of human and socjal actlvities
of the natlon.Z20




PRESIDENT NGO DINH DIEM

In 1961, Vice President Johnson characterizeaq
President Diem as the Winston Churchill of Asia. Manv
Vietnamese did not agree. Whatever the feelings towards

Diem were, there 18 no denylng that he played an immensely
important role durlng his time as President of the Republic
of Vietnam.

Diem. a Cathollc, came from Hue In Central Vietnam.
He had been jnvolved in government during the 1930s. first
as a province chief and then as Minlster of the Interior.
He had later resianed, dlsenchanted with French efforts at
teform. During the early 19508, he travelled widely ana
returned to Vietnam from America to be appolntea Prime
Minlster by Bao Dal In June 1954, After the withdrawal of
the Viet Minh and the French. he was presented wlth both a
virtual politlcal vacuum and a country In chaos. with
ever-increasing levels of U.S. support, the new President
quickly and resolutely set about consocllidating power ana
providing for the needs of hlisgs country. His flrst
challenges were from disslidents within the armed forces anda
the formldable Cao Dal! and Hoa Hao reformist Buddhlst sects.
These sects were assoclated wlith the French and had been
Involved In the runnlng of the country under French rule.
Agalnst slonificant odds, Diem prevaliled by persuasion,
polltlical deals, and the use of force when necessary. After
a referendum in Octoper 19S6. he proclaimed himselt

Presiacent. Dennls J. Duncanson, who was a member of the
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British Advisory Mi=ssion to South Vietnam, aaded another

factor:

...all seemed to the pecple to show that Ngo DInh Dlem‘s
horoscope was a lucky one: the convictlon was cllinchea
by the unreserved support, moral and flnancial, of the

us, frog which so many urban Vietnamese hoped to
benefit .=l

Without a doubt. Diem was a patriot and a nationalist
who faced the Iimmense task of developlna the Republlc of
Vietnam. As he would do again later, he turned to the ladea
of a revolution. He wanted to establish a new societv
through a revolutlion he labeled "personallsm." At Dbest.
personalism was a sgtrange and confusing fusion of
philosophles. The doctrine, while based c¢n christianity.
clalmeda an !ndependent view that polnted "the way of duty
which Is also the way of true liberty."22 This concept of
duty to the state sulted the Confuclan view of Diem and Nhu:
and, with the guldance of Nhu, [t was enthuslastically
adopted as a means of enllsting popular support In the fliant
against Communism. Dlem and Nhu took persoconallist principles
and combined them wlth Confuclan and Catholl¢ tradltlons to
come up with a doctrine that "sanctlioned social dlisciplline
and political constraint In the name of a nobler liperty."23

In the view of Dlem it wag ldeally sulted to the times. but

as Willlam A. Nighswonger remarked:

Persgonallsm Is conslidered by Vietnamese and western
students to ke a confusing amalgam of (cradltlons.
nelther understood or practlced outside the Nao
famlly,24
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Diem’s style of gaovernlna was to be his undoing.

More and more he began to behave 1llke a mandarin as
digsldents were repressed and opposition pollitical activitv
was denied. He became Iincreasingly autocratlic and utteriy
convinced that the course he had undertaken was for the
benefit ot the Republlc of Vletnam. Dlem ana hls gqovernment
became lncreaslngly lsolated from the people. This was not
only because of Dlem’s view of himself as a mandarin. Diem
and many of the rullng class were Catholic. educated and
urban. Thls contrasted strongly with the vast malorlity of
the population, who were Buddhlst., un-educated, anc¢ rurai
adwellers, who often llved a subsistence exlistence, The
influence of hls family and the predomlinance of northern
Catholics In government was resented by the peovple.
Nighswonger observed:

There was much talk of revolutlion, democracy and the

~dlgnlity of man, but the behaviour of the regime towards

the cltlzenry, and particularly minorlity political

leaderg, was often the opposlite of the edlfving

words.25

At first opposition was limited to politicians and

Intellectuaig. After 1957 and an unsuccessful coup attempt.
digsension became more and more strident. only gserving to
prompt the Presldent to seek to protect his positlon by
appolntling trusted and gsyc<cenantlc functlicnarles to
government poslitlions. Opposition was agaressively repressea
and, as a result, the political process became polarized.

One was elther for LDiem or against him: there was no miadle
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around, The ¢lvll service became demorallzed and corruprtion
Increased, As the Viet Cong threat Increased. the
government became more and more lsclated from the peopile.
As Bul Dlem, South Vietnamese Ambassador to the Unlted
States (1967-72>, wrote with David Chanoff:
...N0 one knew that Dlem would prove an [mperious and
jealous ruler and that hlis patholoaically narrow view

of power would eventually destroy both hls government
and himself.<26

THE YIET CONG
Vastly experienced by vyears of revolutionarvy war anda
intent on the reuniflcation of Vietnam below the 17th
parallel. Ho Chl Minh and the Democratic Republic of Vietnam
hardly missed a beat after the signing of the Geneva
Agreements. Duncanson, quoting Nguyen Huu Tho (later to be
a leader of the National Liberatlon Front (NLF)), stated:
Communist actlon to obstruct and u]tlhately destroy.
the Dlem regime was Initlated within ten days of the

signlng of the Geneva Aareements: a “Committee for the
Defence of Peace" was set up In Salgon on | August

1954 .27
while the Democratic Republic of Vietnam met the
requlrements of the Geneva Aareements tfor dlsengagement of
soldiers. they left behind them many Viet Minh sympathizers.
local guerllilas, and functioning cadres. During the vears
1954 to 1958 these groups carefully organlized themselves and
prepared for the coming sStruggle. Starting in 1958,

Incldents of guerlilla warfare began to increase, carrled out
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by the stay-behlnd sympathizers or by tralnea cadres

returning from the Democratic Republlic of Vietnam. In larage
part these new cadres were recruited from those who had gone
north in 1954, and who were now able to return toc the areas
they knew. Roger Hllsman, assessed this as follows:
A ma.lor attack was belng launched. It was lnQlrect. but
still it was a?gression~throggg the guerilla tactics and
technliques of "lnternal war.

During 1959 and 196C the Democratic PRepublic of
Vietnam became more vocal in Its cries for the reunification
of Vietnam untll, eventually, the NLF was formed in Decemper
1960, While at times dlvergences between Democratic
Republlic of Vietnam and NLF leadership and intentions were
obvious, |t was also obviocus that the overall campalan In
the south was directed from North Vietnam by the leadership
of the Vietnamese Workers Party. Douglas Pike called the
NLF a true Communlst-front organization ana quotea a Lao
Dong (Workers) Party memorandum:

...the Natlonal Llberation Front has been establlishea

to unite closely various classes of the South Vietnamese
population In the struggle against the Americans anad
Diem In accgordance with the wishes of the South
Vietnamese.<?

The Viet Cong recrulted support in the south by
appeals to natlonallism, anti-foreilagn sentiment, anti-Diem
gentiment. and the promise of a better 11fe. When necessarv
they used terror and coerclon. By concentrating In the
countryside, wnere support for Dlem was weakest, the Viet

26
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Cong aggresejvely pur=aued (ta war of natlional liberation,
In the Baslc Counterinsurgency Plan for Vietham. a paper
prepared by the U.S. Country Team Staff Commlittee In January
1961, the situation in South Vietpam was assessed as
follows:

Beginning in December 1999 and continuing' to the

present, there has been a mounting increase throughout

South Vietnam of Viet Cong terrorist activities and

aguerlilla warfare....Through the use ¢of these tactlics

current Vliet Cong military and politlical ob.iectives are

the overthrow of the Dlem Government. Thelr Immediate

oblectives are to ellmlinate any semblance of GVN control

In rural areas. particularly the Mekona Delta anga

establlsh so-called "liberated zones."30

Despite ever 1lncreasina levels of American support

and insistent claims to the contrary, the Viet Cong were by
1962 expandlinyg thelr Influence and showlng increased
capabliitlies. In a Research Memorandum from the Bureau of
Inteillaence and Research, Roger Hllsman assessed the Viet
Cong situation In late 1962.

On the contrary, the Viet Cong has expanded the size and

enhanced the capabllity and organization of l1ts guerilla

force -- now estimated at about 23,000 iIn elite fignting

personnel, plus some 100,000 lrregulars and

gympathlzers. It still controls about 20 percent of the

villages and about @ percent of the rural populat!on.

and has varying degrees of |nfluence amonga an additional

47 percent of the villages.3!

Fiohting a pecple’s war of their own design, moulded

from Mao Tse-tuna and their experlences fighting the Frencn.

the Communlasts maintalned a clear-cut and long-range goai ot

unlfylng Vietnam. The perlod 1960 through 1962. was verv

27




much a polltico-military sStruagle. The communists sought to
galn the alleglance of the people agalnst the Diem
government. They sought to achleve this through a brilllant
strategy called day tranh, or struggle. There were two
elements to this struggle, polltical and military. They
belleved that only by the marrlage of violence to polltics
coulda victory be achleved. Millitary activities were
important, but the real brilllance and strength of the
communlist approach lay In the recognition of the over-ridinag
Importance of the political struggle. They concentrated on
thls component of the struggle and, under the oracanlzatlional
gstructure of the Peoples Army of Vietnam, the mllltary
element was subordinate to the politlcal element. Dcugl as
Plke explalined the broad nature of political dau tranh:
...political dau tranh means systematic coerclve

actlvity that involves motivation, soclal organization.
communicatlion of ldeas, and moblllzation of support.32

PREVIQUS EFFORTS AT PACIFICATION

In Vietnam, the two mutually constructlive aims
(securlity and development) of a true paclfication campalan
were not always met in prior efforts at paclflication. With
the return of the French to Indochina after World War II.
and with the Increasing challenges to French rule by the
Viet Minh, the concept of paciflication galned an aaded
dimension. In this new dlmenslon. the lntent was toc cut the
Insurgents off from thelr <clvillan support. Followlng
contemporary British examples of Malaya, Kenya (Mau Mau) ang
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thelr own experlenceg in Algeria, the French tried varilous
methods of populatlon and resources control. These early
attempts, such as food denlal and resettliement, met wlth
limited success since, by thls tlme, the extent of Viet Mlinh
control and Influence was extenslve and well-established.
With the departure of the French and the continuing

insurgency threat, Dlem began a new pacliflcation program in
July 1959. The new program, called Aarovlilles, establlishea
areas where the previously scattered rural population were
concentrated In large aarlcultural communities. The
resultant settlements were situated alorg major routes of
communications where bparricades and gquard posts would
provide population movement control.33 wWhile both the
prbtectlon provided to the rural population and the Iintent
of cuttlng off Insurgent sSupport were admirable aims. they
were not- alwayg met. In Vietnamese, the Agrovilles were
called "Khu Tru Mat" <(Closer Settlement Areas). When
referring to historical examples of pacfflcatlon. Bernard
Fall made mention of the term, "concentration camp", where
Boer clvillans were assigned to towns during tne Boer War.34
Duncanson added emphasis to this less savoury Intent of the
Agrovilles:

He (Diem> thecefore decided to isolate families

suspected of close intercourse with the Vietcona

....Province Chiets were instructed to cause heads of

Llen Gla (family group] to "demand" the rounding up of

unrel jable famliles. unti} within a few months 43.000

had been made to leave thelr scattered homes in the more

newiy gettlied areas of Cochlnchina and bulld new houses

on twenty-three resettiement estates marked out on the
29




former French concessions, stlll uncultlivated: dlgalna
wells and dralns and making access and lnternatl roads
was done by corvee, henceforth called "community

development".

The goverrment Intended to create areas where the
peasants could be subject to government control as well as
be protected from the Viet Cong. At flrst It seemed that
the program worked well. The United States viewea the
program as a promising counterguerilla method and provided
consliderable support. both materlal and moral. In a 1961
report to President Diem and President Kennedy, Eugene
Staley, President of the Stanford Research Institute and
Preslidentlal emlissary, stated In reference to a Vietnamese
nlan to bulid over 100 Agrovilies during the next 18 months:

Agrovilles and land development projects contribute
materially to the solution of securlty problems in the
rural areas. All possible efforts should be made to
speed up these programs."36

Unfortunately, the Agroville scheme haa many
unintended consequences. By concentratling people 1t was
certalnly easler to control Insurgent access to support, but
it also meant that the peasants were restricted in their
access to thelr land and livellhood. The peasants resented
providing forced labour, whlch was unrewarded and
Inequitable. In partlcular they resented pelng forced to
leave thelr homes, which often contalned thelr famlliy tombs.
and the flelds which they viewed as thelr ancestral lands.3’
Viet Cong reaction to the Agrov!illes was also strong and
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very effective. Gavernmeat oftflclale were threatened and

aggagglinated, and constructlon sltes were sacked and pburnt.
2asloff observed that the Vlet Cong reacted wlith speclal
vigour, not only to explalt peasant blitterness agalnst the
government, but also to ensure that they were not lsolated
from influencing the peasants.3B With only 23 Agrovilles
started. the scheme was suspended in early 1961.32°

As the lnsurgency situation worsened throughout 1961,
President Dlem again turned to the concept of paclfication

as a major weapon in the war agalinst the lnsurgents.
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CHAPTER 3

TOWARDS STRATEGIC HAMLETS

The new paclflcatlion effort was to become known as
the Strateglc Hamlet Program. Like all previous efforts and
those to follow, It was an attempt to gain the alleglance of
the peasantry. To govern successfully, President Dlem had
to gecure the loyalty of the peasants who comprised the vast
majorlty of the population. According to Joseph Zasloff,
the Viet Cong also sought the alleglance of the peasants:

Although the peasants are politlcally unorgan!zed,
they consatitute both the base and the core of
Vietnamese socliety and are, therefore, the medium
In which the Viet Cong’s guerilla activity Is
centered.!

THE GOVERNMENT OQF YIETNAM

For the Government of Vietnam, the adoption of the
Strateglc Hamlet Program was not a novel or revolutionary
step. In many ways the strateglc hamliets were a
contlinuation of the pacification efforts that had gone
before. As a result, It Is difflcult to make a clear
Jdelinlation between the end of the Agrovilles and the start
of the Strateglic Hamlet Program. What |s clear [s that the

strategic hamlets were a change |n focus away from the
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village to the smaller and more cohesive unlt, the hamlet.

while the U.S. and Brltlsh advisers were dlscussling a
strategic plan durlng 1961 and Into early 1962, the
Government of Vlietnam was already Implementing strategic
hamlets. Part of thls work lnvolved the *"Cltlzens Irregular
Defense Groups", whlich was a program sponsored by Willlam
Colby, the CIA statlon chief In Saigon. The 400 man Speclal
Forces group sent to Vietnam in May 1961 was assigned to the
program, which was designed to help villagers defend
themselves, and at the same tlilme Improve their llving
condltlons.2

Willlam Nighswonger reported on Ystrateglc hamlets'
belng developed as early as May and July 1961.3 All this
occurred well before the arrlval of Robert Thompson and the
publlishing of Roger Hllsman’s “Strateglc Concept for
Vietnam.* Robert Thompson conflirmed these early beglnnings
when, shortly after hils arrlival In South Vietnam In October
1961, he observed defended hamlets already In operation. He
found these hamlets primarily In the more adaptable villages
of Annam along the coast north of Salgon.4 These early
hamlets were most Illkely the efforts of Ngo Dinh Can,
another of the Ngo brothers, who Introduced the Force
Populalre 1In Central Vietnam In mld-1961. The Force
Populalire consisted of a company of up to 100 local men who
would move Into a village for a period of up to three months

and in a manner simliar to the Communists, woauld try to
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establlish thelr Influence over the area.b Nighswonger
emphasized these early beginnlings:
In mid-1961, the strateglc hamlet program had been
started (although not yet announced) by Ngo Dinh Nhu.
He moved {n advance and [ndependentliy of American
planners, lncludlng the members of the Staley mission

who were dliscussing plans for rural rehablilitation at
that tlme.6

ADVICE
By mid-1961 South V]etnam had already started

strateglic hamlets, and the government had some experience
with paclification through the Agroville scheme. But, as
Diem struggled with the problems of insurgency, he turned to
other countries In an attempt both to learn from their
experlences and, more particularly, to galn moral, materlal,
and flnanclal support. Diem sought advice and assistance
from both the Phlilippines and Malaya, as well as from the
countries who had supported them. This Included Brltish
advisers from Malaya and U.S. advisers from the Phllipplnes.
Although the experlences |(n Malaya and the

Phillppines were unique, there were many similarities with
the situation In the Republilc of Vietnam. Both Malaya and
the Phillippines used pacification as a major component of
thelr strategy to defeat thelr I[nsurgencles. As Dlem
congldered his optlons, It was natural that he should look
at these experliences.

The Malayan Communlst Party., Dbecause of its

opposition to the Japanese, was supported by the British
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durtng World War Il. It emerged from the war and, wlthin a
short time, launched an lnsurgency that lasted untll 1960.
The Malayan Emergency, whlle dlfferent from the lnsurgercy
In Vietnam, bore many enticing similarities. One of these
simlilaritles was the program called "New Villages.* This
program [nvolved the ettlement of 600,000 squatters on
agricultural land to w... 1 they were glven title-deeds.?

The villages provided the squatters protectlon from
Iintimldation and, for the first time, permitted services
such as schools, clinlcs, and electriclty to be provided.
Two elements stood out as the scheme progressed. The flrst
was the fact that, for the vast majorlity of the peasants,
this was the flirst land they could call their own. The
second was that comprehensive efforts were made to lnvoive
the villagers In government through electlons to village
councils that were created to glive the people power and
respongiblillity. Robert Thompson, Injtlally a Chinese
Affalrs Offlcer, was responsible for creating these New
Village Councllis In southern Malaya. Thompson was later to
play an Important role In the Strateglc Hamlet Program.

In the Phlllpplnes, the Communlsts who fought agalnst
the Japanese in World War II were known as the Huks. They
emerged from the war and Ssought to selize power through a
people’s war. Whille there was no large-scale resettlement
program in the Phillipplines, land reform playvyed a sianiflcant
role In alleviating the peasants’ grlevances. Pacliflcatlion

efforta In the Phllipplnes occurred very much as a result of
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the efforts of Ramon Magsaysay. First as Secretary of
Defense, and then as Presldent, Magsaysay inspired the trust
and confidence of the Philipplne people. When necessary, he
used mlilltary forces, but hls program of paclfication was
almed at wlnning people rather than battles. He sought to
make the government responslve to the people’s needs, and he
was ruthless agalnst corruption and [ncompetence. As a
result the Huk Rebellion was under control by 1954.8 A
princlpal adviser to Preslident Magsaysay was a U.S. Alr
Force officer, LTC Edward Lansdale, who also became a
prominent adviser to President Diem ln South Vietnam.

The Unlited States had another clalm to offerlng
advice apart from its experlence In the Phllipplnes. It had
pald the price to be heard. From the early 1950s, the
Unlted States began replacing France as the major supplier
of flinance, equipment and advice. Between 1955 and 1961,
the United States spent approximately $27S mlllion per vear
In Vletnam for detense support and dlrect mlllitary
asslstance. Defense support alone pald the entlre cost of
the Government of Vletnam’s mllltary budget, which was about
half of the country’s annual budget.?

The actual Iimpact of external Influence on Diem |s
difficult to assess. The forelgn advisers were certainly
not Iinstrumental [n maklng the decision to begin the
strategic hamlets; thls decislon had already been made. The
advigers were used to provide operatlonal advlce and, in the

case of the Unlted States, to provide financial and materlal
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support. That the advisers to Diem played an Important role
cannot be denled. Lansdale became a close adviser to Dlem,.
Nel! Sheehan went so far as to clalm, *South Vietnam, it can
be truly sald, was the creatlon of Edward Lansdale."10
Later on Diem would turn to Robert Thompson, the British
expert from the Malayvyan Emergency. Thompson arrived |In
Salgon In October 1961 from Malaya, where he had been the
Secretary of Defence durlng the Emergency. He, too. quickly
became a close adviser to Dliem.
THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

The ideas of President Kennedy In his flrst year of
office provided much of the Impetus in the development of
the American view of the Strateglc Hamlet Program.
Preslident Xennedy, frustrated by the 1imited options
avallable under the policy of nuclear dominance, sSought a
new strategy to cope with situatlions short of nuclear war.
Maxwel]l Taylor‘s ldeas of flexlble response provided the
strategy. This strategy allowed the President the
opportunlity to tallor a response approprliate to the threat.
In what Douglas Blaufarb has called the "Counterinsurgency
Era*, Kennedy and many of hls advisers stressed that a
comblnation of millitary, pollitical, economlc, and

psychological actlons was the best response to the situation

In Scutheast Asia.

Although U.S advisers were already In Vietnam,
President Kennedy at flrst showed little Interest In the
situation there, being preoccupled flrst wlth Laos and then
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Cuba. Thls was to change quickly. From early 1961 a flurry
of visits ard decislons relnforced the U.S. commitment to
Vietnam. The visits were designed primarily to determine
the level of U.S. moral, financlal, and eventually, troop
support to the beleagured nation. Ags the threat to South
Vietnam lncreased, the need for troop support became more
and more compelling. In thl!s environment, the arguments for
paclflcatlon and for 3ome of the new ldeas on
counterlinsurgency seemed to assume lesser Importance.

However, In line with the ldeas of President Kennedy
and his administration and in light of the desire to explore
all avallable optlions, many of the visitors to South Vietnam
considered the future of paclfication and 1Its likely
effectliveness. At no stagé though, was pacliflcatlon ever
subjected to serlous and detalled study. As will be seen,
the Strateglc Hamlet Program became an amalgam of ldeas from
many dlifferent sources. Paclficatlon was mentloned
repeatedly In many of the reports. The dlscussion that
follows 1s an attempt to extract from the reports and public
record only those |deas and actlons pertinent to
paclflcation and strategic hamlets. It is In no way an
attempt to detall the American declslon to commit
ever-increasing numbers of forces to South Vietnam.

In January 1961, President Kennedy, In one of hils
flrst actlons in offlce, approved the "Baslc
Counterinsurgency Plan for Vietnam" (CIPD. Thlis plan,
prepared in Vietnam by the Interdepartmental U.S. Country
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Team Staff Commlttee, detalled |ts mission as the "defeat of

Communlist lnsurgency efforts In SVN."11

Tasks were allocated 1In four areas: political,
securlty, economlic, and psychologlcal. Of particular
signlflcance later, as the declislon to support the Strategic
Hamlet Program was made, were some of the sub-tasks
allocated within the CIP. These Included establishing and
malntalning political and economic control and stabllity,
lmproving communlicatlons between the government and Its
people, and attracting the loyvalty of the population to the
Government of Vietnam and to the Dlem regime. Other
elements of the plan Included the development of an agreed
overall plan of operations, an improvement iIn the Republlic
of Vietnam millitary cﬁmmand and control structure, and an
Increase In the size of the Army of the Republlic of Vietnam
(ARVN>. The plan also contained statements on the need for
polltical reform In South Vietnam. Notes to the pilan
emphasize that it was a U.S. plan, not a South Vietnamese
plan. Many of the elements, particularly the political ones
were not especlally palatable to Dlem. As a consequence
Ambassador Durbrow l!s quoted as sayling when concluding a
dispatch that conslideration should be given to what steps
"we are prepared to take to encourage, or |f necessary to
force, acceptance of all essential elements of the plan.*12
The demands for reform were not popular with Dliem, but they
were presented as a trade-off for the ald package Impliclt

in the CIP.
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While the CIP was deslgned to change the emphaslis of
government actlvitlies from defence agalnst a conventional
threat to linternal securlty measures, It did not have thils
effect, Even though It was aimed at the lnsurgency, the
plan falled to deal comprehensively with the Insurgency
threat. Historlan Ronald Spector argues that the plan
represented a cuimlnation of the traditional American
approach to Vietnam, which was to provide a defence force to
protect the country from an i1nvasion from North Vletnam.
The CIP did not bring about a new approach to the war.
Spector suggests that,

With the drastic deterloration of the sSecurity
situation, American mlillitary leaders fell back on
organizational, technlcal, and bureaucratic measures

as the most appropriate devices to combat the Viet
Cong.13

Vice Preglident Johnson visited South Vietnam from 11
to 13 May 1961. Johnson’s vislt was designed to demonstrate
U.S. resolve and support for Diliem. It very clearly did
this, and on 20 May 1961 a State Department telegram to the
Embassy In Vletnam conveyed a *“Presidentjal Program for
Vietnam," which llsted a serles of actlons approved by

Preslident Kennedy. The objective of the program was:

To prevent Communlst domlination of Viet-Nam by
Initlating, on an accelerated basis, a serlies of
mutually supporting actlons of a polltical, milltary,
economic, psychological, and covert character,
deslqgned to create In that countcy a viable and
Increasingly democratic soclety to keep Viet-Nam
free.




Comm!l tments and expresslons of support were flne, but

what was lacking at thlis stage was an overall strategy for
the defeat of the lnsurgents. In South Vietnam, the U.S.
Milltary Assistance and Advisory Group (USMAAG) recognized
thls deflclency and, on 15 September 1961, publlished a plan
to complement the earllier Counterinsurgency Plan.

The new plan was the "Geographlcally Phased Natlonal
Level Plan for Counterinsurgency." This Innovative plan
gpeclfled the areas of prlimary concern for paclflcatlion and
gave an outline of necessary phases. The first phase was
the "preparatory phase", In which intelllgence was gathered
and soclal surveys were carrled out. In the second phase,
the *millitary phase*, regular forces would clear an area and
then hand it over to the Clvil Guard. The third and flnal
phase was the "securlty phase.*” In thls phase the Self
Defense Corps (SDC) assumed the securlity mission, and
economlc and soclal programs were to be Instituted to
consol idate governmeat control. Priority was allocated by
area with War Zone D, an area to the north of Salgon, belng
a preparatory actlon. Other areas to follow In sequence
over a three year perlod were the area acound Saigon, the
Delta, and the Highlands.1S

This plan maintalned an emphasis on counterinsurgency
efforts and provided a solld basls for further
consjderation. The majJor difflculty with thls Initlatlve
was simllar to the one experlenced with the CIP. The plans
were not Vietnamese plans, They were the product of the
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USMAAG and had to be "sold" to Dlem. This was to prove
extremely difflcult, with Dlem stubbornly resisting them,
mostly because they were accompanled by demands for sSoclal
and polltlical reform. As a result, U.S. demands for reform
were largely unsuccessful and became a polnt of tension
between Diem and hls Amerlcan advisers.

Eugene Staley, an economist, was sent to Vietnam to
determine the economlic implicatlions of the commitment to the
Government of Vietnam. The resulting "Jolint Actlon Program"
was submltted in July 1961, Written by U.S. and Vietnamese
flnanclal groups. the report dealt primacily wlith military
lssues, particularly force levels and who would pay for
them. In addlitlion, |t Included observations on social and
political reforms which were to play thelr part In shapirg
the Strategic Hamlet Program. The study group recognlzed
the problem of restorlng Internal secur!ity In the face of a
tough and widespread enemy. The view of the study group was
that mlllitary Internai securlty requlirements must take flrst
prlority on manpower and economic resources, Once the
sltuation had stablllzed, economic and soclal programs almed
at long-range development could be emphaslzead.
Signlflicantly, the group also recognized that the pcoblem
was mnre than a military one. Where possible, the military
was to support clvic actlon programs through paclflcatlion
(whlcn Staley rather narrowly saw as rendering areas safe
for c¢lvii population’, reconstruction, ana assistance tc
civll administration. In the report, the group saw the
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restoration of internal security as the prlmary problem and,
ln reference to the Agrovliles, made the observation:
Its sclution also demands stepped-up economic and
soclal action, especlally In rural areas, closely
Integrated wlith the millitary action, For example,
one of the more promising counter-guerilla methods
trled up o this time involves regrouping scattered
rural populations into more readlly defenslible
communities 80 deslgned and assisted as also to
offer improved opportunities for llvel thood.16

wWwhille a flurry of activity contlnued in Washlngton,
Diem, In Saigon, became convinced that the sltuation was
worsenlng, and he stressed the need for more Unlted States
asslistance to further lIncrease his milltary forces. In an
effort to gather more Information, President Kennedy decided
to send hls personal military advisor, General Maxwell D.
Taylor, to Vietnam. General Taylor was accompanied by Walt
W. Rostow, the President’s Deputy Speclial Assistant for
Natlonal Security Affalrs, Brigadier General Edward G.
Lansdale, and a staff representing both the Department of
Defense and the Department of State,.

In his report submitted to the Preslident on 3
November 1961, General Taylor covered a wlde variety of
subjects and made many proposals,. What was most striking
about his proposals was the recognltion that *"what i3 now
required is a shift from U.S. advice to limlted partnership
and working collaboration with the Vietnamese." 17 He
proposed a change In the charter, the spirit., and the

organization of the MAAG; a change which was, in effect, a
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shift from an advisory group to somethling closer to an
operatlional headquarters, eventually called Milltacy
Assistance Command Vietnam (MACV). These topics, as well as
conslderationg cconcerning the Introduction of U.S. combat
forces, occupied the ad~!nistration almost exclusively after
General Taylor’s return from Vlietnam.

Natlioral Securlty Actlon Memorandum Number (NSAM)>
111, was Issued |In Washlngtcn on 22 November 1961.
President Diem was subsequently informed of the contents of
the NSAM and advised that the U.S. Government was prepared
to Jjoin hls government In a sharply !ncreased effort to
avold a further deterloratlion of the situatlon. Proposed
actlon to support the Government of Vietnam [ncluded
uniformed U.S. personnel to man, operate, and advise on
equlpment such as airllift, small craft, alr reconnaissance,
and intelllgence. NSAM 111 also called for a reorganization
of the MAAG to the MACV and for additional U.S. mllitary
personnel to provide lncreased m!lltary assistance and
operational collaboration.18

While these and other operational matters were the
maln thrust of the NSAM, the document alsc malntained a
counterinsucrgency focus. Economic ald was to be provided
under the gulisge of flood rellef (there had been a dlsastrous
flood In the Mekong area)>. Priorlty of economic assistance
was glven to prnjects In support of an expanded
counterlinsurgency effort. Adminlistrators and advisers were

to be made avallable to assist 1n government admin!sStration.
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As well, U.S. personnel were to bé allowed to conduct a
Joint survey of ccndltlons In each of the provinces to
assess factors bearling on the counterinsurgency program.
NSAM 111 was formallized In Salgon, on 4 December 1961, by a
Memorandum of Understanaing between the two governments.l?
This memorandum essentially adopted all! components of the
NSAM.,

This expanded effort was not without cost to the
Government of Vlietnam. The U.S. continued Its theme of
encouraging reform and asked the Government of Vietnam to
decentrallize and broaden |ts base, to allow government
agencies adequate authority to perform thelr functlons, and
to overhaul the millitarcy estabi | shment and command
structure. As the U.S. advisers contlnued to press reforms
on Diem and made contlnued requests for an overall strategy,
he began to Iindicate that he had a new strategy of his
own.20  Although there appears to be no direct evidence, it
ls very llkely that Diem was referring to the |deas of
Robert Thompson, who had recently arrived in Salgon and was
offering advice to Diem based on hls experience ln Malaya.

On 16 December 1961 the U.S. Secretary of Defense,
Robert S. McNamara, convened a conference In Honolulu to
discuss the sltuation In South Vietnam. In attendance were
the secretary and his princlpal clvillan advisers and
generale involved In the Vietnamese problem. The Secretary
of Defense saw the milssion of the conference as determining

what could be done to improve the slituation In Vietnam,
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Major General Parker, Specia' Assistant to General Lyman
Lemnltzer, who was then the Chalrman of the Joint Chlefs of
Staff, observed that the secretary mentioned that: the
conference had great authority from the President; money was
no objJect; and "the one restriction Is (that) combat troops
will not be Iintroduced."?2! What stands out about the
conference 18 the gsense of urgency stressed by the Secretary
and General Lemnitzer. The Political Adviser to the
Commander-in-Chlef Pacific noted after the meetling:

“they wanted concrete actlons that would begin to show

results in 30 days. They were not Interested ln projects

to be completed !n 1963."22

This new sense of urgency grew out of the Increased

Viet Cong threat, the declsion to draw the llne agalnst
Communism In Viztnam, and pollitical considerations 1in
Washlngton. Unfortunately, this sense of urgency meant
trouble for the ccunterinsurgency efforts In South Vietnam.
The sgoctal, political, and economic reforms which were the
core of the counterinsurgency school of thought could not ke
achleved In anythling like 30 days. General McGarr, Chlief of
the MAAG, in a telegram to General Lemnitzer dated 27
December 1961, rather bltterly observed that the demand for
qulck solutions based on large-scale mllitary solutlcns
would nrot glve permanent results and would prove
counterproductive. He Indlicated that the top civillian
pollcy makers were thinking ¢f sclving a very unconventional
sjtuation In a baslically conventional manner. 1t was his
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opinlon that permanent results required long range actlon on

all fronts. General McGarr supported thls view by reference
to Robert Thompson’s estimate of the time requlred to bring
about a resolution to the problem as belng S years.23

This new sense of urgency was commendaole. But, by
concentrating on the military threat, 1t Indicated a
signiflcant departure from the counterinsurgency
Iinclinations expressed by many in the administration. To
them the soluticn could not be achleved qulickly, and the
military was not the most approprlate force to achleve the
desired results. The move towards a millitary solutlon may
be partially explained by the fact that it was a Department
of Defense conference and, as such, dld not represent the
view of the entire administraitlion. While It may rot have
represented the adminlstration’s overall view, these were
the men who were charged with the responsibllity for the
conduct of the war.

In Washingtnn, the search for an overall strategy
continued, and In early 1962 Roger Hllsman was tasked wlth
producling a "Strateglc Concept for Vietnam." Hlis report was
submitted to Presldent Kennedy through General! Taylor on 2
February 1962. In his report Hllsman established three
basic princlples: the problem |n Vietnam must be seen as
polltical rather than militarcy: an effective
counterinsurgency plan must provide protectlon and securlty;
and counterguerllla forces must adopt the same tactics used

by the guerlllas.24 The heart of Hilsman’s operational plan
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was the call for clvic actlon to be achleved through the
establishment of strategic villages. He called for three
phases which would extend government control from the least
heavily Viet Cong Influenced provinces out to the areas
along the Cambodian and Laotlan borders.

Editorlal comment In the Pentagon Papers called
Hilsman‘s concept "an unabashed restatement of Thompson’s
major polnts.*25 In reality, It was the result of
conslderable analys!s and what Roger Hilsman called
“ploneering work" conducted concurrently at the Pentagon,
the Central Intelligence Agency, the Agency for
Internatlonal Development, and at Fort Bragg.26 Hilsman
headed the State Department Bureau of Intelllgence and
Research, which had been analysing past guerilla wars and
had concluded that !n Southeast Asia the people had little
or no ldentiflcation with the'government. In circumstances
like this, |t was not difflcult for a tralned and
disc!plined cadre, the Viet Cong, to win over the people.
The Bureau of Intellligence and Research argued that the idea
that a government 1In Asia could really care and be
responsive to *he people was as revolutionary as anvything
the Communists had to offer. The strateglic villages had at
least a chance to win over the alleglance of the people If
the physical securlty provided by the mlllitary could be

provided for a long enough perlod for the appeal to take

hold,




That H!lsman borrowed heav!ly from Thompson cannot be
disputed. The two had met and dliscussed the concept,
Hi1sman wrote:

It seemed to Ambassador Noltling and to othecrs In the
Embassy that Thompson’s ldeas made a great deal of
sense--ag they certainly did to me when I heard It all
from Thompson hlmself.27

Hli1sman and Thompson‘’s l1deas had In large part
developed In parallel and had been nurtured by studying the
same historical events as well as by the sharing of ldeas
durlng 1961 through the ausplces of General Taylor. Hllsman
had not copled Thompson’s ldeas. In many ways the strategic
hamlets were an ldea whose time had come.

The rhetorlic of President Kennedy and many in his
administration extolled the virtues of counterinsurgency and
seemed !deally sulted to the problems of South Vietnam. In
executlon, thcough, thelir rhetoric had llittle effect In
cdetermining the conduct of the war. Dorothy Donnelly noted
in her doctoral dlssertation:

...the Amerlican military establ ishment never dld
substantially alter its doctrine, planning, training.
attlitudes, or offlcer assignments to a degree In any
way compatible with counterinsurgency as it was
concelved by pollitical officlals.<8

Roger H!1sman emphasized this point when dlscussing
the replacement of General McGarr as the senior U.S. general

In South Vietnam. Hllsman saw the ldeal replacement as one

of the younger generals who shared the conviction that
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guerllla warfare was as much a polltical as a millitary

problem.2% In the end, McGarr was replaced by General

Harkins, who as Maxwell Taylor’s nomination was seen as
being very conservatlve. David Halberstam saw Harkins as
“a man of compelllng mediocrity.»30 Halberstam accused

Harkins of not understandling the speclal nature of the war:

Occasionally Harklns would mouth phrases about

this being a political war, but he did not really
belleve them. The Amerlican military coumand thought
this was llke any other war: you searched out the
enemy, fixed him, killed him and went home.3!

This attitude was prevalent. Captaln Andrew
Krepinevich recorded some of the attitudes of senior U.S.
milltary offlcers in a study for the Unlted States Mllitary
Academy. Kreplnevich reported that the Army brass rejected
being told to alter their traditional way of dolng business
by a group of novice civ'lilan "Whiz Kids.* Krepinevich
claims that the Army was disinterested in the President’s
proposals. The generals were convinced that the traditional
approach to war could handle any problems that might develop
at the lower end of the spectrum of war. General Lemnltzer
stated that the new administration was oversold on the
Iimportance of guerilla warfare. General Taylor who fostered
the idea of flexible response and who became the Chalrman of
the Joint Chlefs of Staff after General Lemnitzer was also

crlitical:

Any well trained organizatlion can shift the tempo to
that which might be requlred In this kind of situation.
S2




All thls cloud of dust that’‘’s coming out of the White
House really isn‘t necessary.32

The main impact of these dliffering oplnilons was to
allow the development of two distlinct attltudes towards the
sltuation In South Vietnam. These attltudes differed in two
extremely lmportant areas: the true nature of the problem
and how |t would be solved.

The U.S. military, through the MAAG and later the
YACV, saw the true nature of the problem as mlilltary rather
than polltical: as a result the priority of effort should be
almed at the destruction of the enemy’s armed force by the
use of flrepower and manoceuvre.33 To the military,
strategic hamlets were an {nadequate solutlon because the
military slituation had deteriorated beyond the level where
they would work and any l!lkely results would take too long
to have ény demonstrable effect. The mlilitary was also very
reluctant to allow the use of pollice forces as the primary
means of combatting the insurgency. They had objected to
this suggestlon when presented by a Michlgan State
University advisory group In the 19508 and would repeat |t
as a majJor objection to Robert Thompson‘s plans.

Other elements of the U.S. Government, predominantly
the Department of State, vliewed the problem in South Vietnam
primarily as a political problem. To them the strategic
hamletls were a means of winnlng the alleglance of the peopie

and thereby defeating the communists at the grassroots

level.




The resolutlion of these dlfferences was to have a
profound effect on the Implementation and conduct of the
Strateglc Hamlet Program. Douglas Blaufarb suggested that
the result was that there were, In fact, two programs to
defeat the Insurgency, the sStrategic hamlets and the
mjlltary effort. Except for a few set-piece operations
there was never "any real coordinatlon and common planning
between the two efforts.*34 Tnis lack of coordination was
all too evident In the command and control arrangements
within the U.S. Embassy and the U.S. Country Team. The U.S.
Foreign Ald Mlsslon established an Offlce of Rural
Development headed by Rufus Philllips with the responsibility
for strateglic hamlets. At the same time, the MAAG set up
yet another speclal office. Nelther side seemed able fo see
tha; the Strategic Hamlet Program was part millitary and part
political, and that tec work effectively, close coordination:
and cooperation were necessary. Hllsman reported to
President Kennedy that there was no overall plan that tled
the civilian and millitary effort together and that there was
confusion between both groups about how to conduct a
counterguer!lla war. The U.S. effort In Vietnam was managed
by a multitude of I[ndependent agencies with little or no
overall directlion. As a result, it was Hllsman’s oplnlon
that "the U.S. effort, although massive |s fragmented and
duplicative."35 aAs will be seen, there were other players
In the OStrategic Hamlet Program, yet this significant

fragmentation ex!sted In only the U.S. camp.
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I4E ONITED KINGDOM

On 17 September 1961, ln the midst of the Intense

diplomatic and advisory activity between the U.S. and the

Government of Vletnam, there was an announcement from the
British Foreign Offlce that the United Kingdom would
egstablish an advisory mission ln Salgon under the genera)
directlion of the Britlsh Ambassador, Harry Hohler. Robert
Thompson was appointed head of the Britlsh Advisory
Mission.36 The British provided the mission In response to
2 number of requests and querlies for third country help and
support. The mission, consisting of flve civilians, was
glven the task to "“advise the Government on police and
intelligence aspects of the war."37 This limited tasking
was intended to ensure that Thompson and hls groﬁp would not
try to dupllicate the work belng done by Amerlcan military
and police experts.38 The wording of the task established a
clear delineatlion between Thompson and the U.S. advisers who
had expressed concerns that Thompson would be giving advice
without respunsiblilility.3? Wwhile initially easing the way
between the two groups, the agreed dlvision of
responsibllities was to prove a polnt of contention as work
on the concept contlnued.

Inftlally, though, there was considerable
cooperation, and Thompson, on his way to Salgon, stopped off
In Washington where he met with Generals Taylor and
Lemnitzer. He met wlith Taylor again when the latter visglted

Salgon In October 1961. As has been discussed, there was a
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deflnite correlatlion between Thompson’s ldeas and the
culmination of U.S. thought expressed In Hllsman’s
“Strategic Concept for Vietnam."

Within wecks of hils arrlival, Thompson provided Diem
with hls Inltlal appreciation. The President was impressed
with Thompson’s ldeas, and on 13 November, Thompson
submitted a detalled plan outllining the measures required to
clear the communists from the Delta area to the south ana
west of Salgon. This plan became known as the "Delta Plan."
In chilllingly prophetic words, Thompson wrote that [f the
main emphasis was placed on killlng terrorists there was a
grave risk that more communists would be created than would
be killed. He stressed that the overall aim of any
insurgency must be to win the people. Once this was done,
the kllling of communist terrorists would follow
automatically.40

The Delta Plan was extremely comprehensive and, in
seeming contraventlion of hls tasklng, Thompson covered muéh
more than Just "police and lintelllgence matters.* Under
Thompson’s proposals mlllitary units were aasigned tasks
designed to keep the main Communist forces off balance whille
the framework of the strateglic hamlets was bejng
established. His Intention was that millitary unlts be used
only In the inltlal stages to protect the villages while the
villagers were organizing to protect themselves. He wanted
to do away wlth the "search and destroy" sweeps and use

"clear and hold" operatlons.4i Under "clear and hold
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operatlions," Instead of withdrawlng after the area was clear
of enemy, the mlllitary wunits would remaln and provide
protection for the clvic action teams that would move into
the area to Institute the economlic, soclal, and pollitical
reforms.

The villagers would also be protected through a Self
Defence Corps and the Civil Guard. Eventually the Army
would be released to flght In areas where the communist
threat was more lIntense and the need for conventional
military forces was greater. Thompson sSuggested that a
start be made In the area to the north of Salgon and In the
Highlands. To provide the baslis for protection, he proposed
clvil emergency measures that Involved the establishment of
tvo types of hamlets. "Defended hamliets' were to be
established in areas where the communists were strong, such
as along the Cambodian border. "Strategic hamlets," which
were less heavlly defended, were to be established In the
remalnder of the area.

Once the villages were protected and the peasants
were secure, the real obJectlve of the plan could be
Implemented. This ailm was the economic, soclal, and
politlical Improvements that were designed to win the
alieglance of the peasants by offering them a reallstic

alternative to the Communists.
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In South Vietnam the 1inltial U.S. reaction to
Thompson’s plan was not positlve, Ambassador Noltling, In a
telegram to the Department of State, reported that the
Thompson mi!sslon was “"badly off ralls from viewpolnt US-UK
coordlination.*” The Ambassador was not critical of
Thompson‘s plan, seelng 1t as an admlirable statement of
concepts of antl-guerllla operations. Noltling’s concern was
that Thompson, by offering advice directly to Dlem, would
complicate U.S. efforts to bring about reforms in the
mlliitary and administratlve sStructure of South Vletnam.
Nolting was crltlcal of Thompson’s proposed command and
control structure, which effectively gave Dlem operational
control through a powerful National Internal Security
Council (NISCO. Thompaon‘’s |deas on command and control
were contrary to U.S. advice on setting up a proper milltary
command sgtructure and delegating authorlity to it. Noltlng
further expressed the view that Dlem “"accepted" Thompson’s
plan out of a desire to avoid the delegation of authority
that the U.S. had been pressing on him. Nolting felt that
unless Dlem began to delegate authority to the mlilitary
commanders In the fleld, there would never be an effective
counterinsurgency effort.42

General McGarr echoed Ambassador Noltlng’s
reservations about Thompscn’s proposed command and control
arrangements and aaded crlitliclsme c¢f his own In three
addlitional areas. Flrst, he did not agree with the
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selectlon of the Delta as the Inltlal prlority. His
preference was for War 2one D, where the communlsts were
stronger. He hoped that a successful operatlion there would
help the revitalized ARVN demonstrate lts offensive spirit.
Second, he dld not agree wlth Thompson‘s Intentlion to
emphaslize police forces Instead of conventional milltary
forces. McGarr feit that sizeable mlilitary forces would
continue to play an Important role In paclificatlion.
Finally, McGarr felt that Thompson‘’s proposal did not move
quickly enough. He agreed that there was a need to act in a
limited area, but felt that It needed to be done quickly.43

The reaction to Thompson’s plan was different |n
Washlngton. As has been observed, Hllsman‘s "“Strategic
Concept* was very simllar to Thompson‘s plan. Edltorial
comment In the Pentagon Papers suggests Thompson’s ldeas
were winning an attentlve ear In Washington and that
President Kennedy was favourably disposed towards Thompson’s
concept .44

As |t became obviocus that Washington was keen on the
ldeas expressed by Thompson and Hllsman, the view from the
MAAG In South Vietnam altered. The MAAG reaction to the
plan had also been Iimproved by a meeting between the
Ambassador Hohler, Ambassador Noltling, ancd Thompson. In
this meeting Thompseon had agreed to make some amendments to
his plan, thus removing the maJor MAAG obJections, which
were mostly procedural. Thompson agreed to amend hls

proposals for command arrangements and also dropped
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temporarliiy the l1ssue of the police belng In charge of
paclfication lnstead of the ARVN.

BESIDENT DIEM’S REACTION TO THE THOMPSOON PLAN

s 18 interestlng to zonslder the reactlon of Dlem to
Fober: " ..ompson’s "Delta Plan." Dlem had vislited Malaya In
early 1960 and was Impressed wlth what he saw. As a result
he had invited Thompson to visit Vietnam in April 1960 to
see how the lessons of Malaya could be applied.4% [n 19861,
the Presldent agaln Invited Thompson to SVN, this time with
2 smail advisory mission of experlenced civillans to be
called the Britlsh Advisory Misslon.45 He was aware of
Thompson’s werk wlth the successful New Villages in Malaya
and was attracted to his l|deas. Thus, the President’s
enthusiasm for Thompson’s Delta Plan was hardly surprising.
What s Interesting, though, |Is the view put forward by
Dennlis Duncanson, who was.a member of the Brltish Advisory
Mlssion. He suggested that Thompson‘s strateglc plan was
discussed in Victnamese circles at the beglnning of 1962 and
promptly rejected.47 Thompson himself did not see his plan
as survliving very long, seelng It "lost In the concept of
strategic hamlets."48  Duncansen offered the explanation
that the Vietnamese were more Interested In enllsting the
moral support of the British than following thelr practical
advice. 49

Diem’s seeming enthusiasm fcr Thompson‘s plan should
alsoc be consldered in the light of his continulng battle

with his U.S. advigers,. The plan was presented to him at
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the same time as the intense negotlation surroundlng the

outcome of General Taylor’s mlsslon to SVN. The resulting
NSAM and Memorandum of Understanding, while commlitling the
U.S. to larger levels of support, also demanded political
and social reforms of Diem as well as the adoption of an
overall strategy (presented In the Counterinsurgency Plan
and Geographlically Phased Plan)>. Thompson‘s plan presented
Diem with an alternatlve to the proposed U.S. strategy.
Editorlial comment In the Pentagon Papers saw Thompson‘’s plan
as a ‘'potential rclval.»50 It is entirely probable that
Diem’s enthusiasm for the plan was largely based on the fact
that [t did not demand reforms to his method of government
and, as has been observed, c2llowed hlm control over the
conduct of the Strateglc Hamlet Program.

In view of Duncanson’s observations about the
rejection of Thompson‘’s plan, there |s good reason to
suggest that Government of Vietnam support for thls plan was
more In the way of a rargaining ploy to be used agalinst the
U.S. demands for reform. Dlem resented these demands and,
in the end, hls reluctance to accept them resulted Iin
Washington softenling l1ts demands and committing ltself more
to Dilem’s view of the war as a milltacy problem rather than
a soclal and po!ltical! problem.S!

Throughout this period of negetlation, Diem was
concerned with obtalning U.S. support, but at the same tlime
he did not wish to appear as a puppet of the Unlited States.

Editorlai comment In the Pentagon Papers suggested that Diem
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became attracted to the strateglc hamlet ldea for two
reasons: |t was a way of getting U.S. materlal support for a
program that would be almost entirely Government of Vietnam
Ilmplemented; and {t put achleving securlty before winning
loyalty.52 1f Diem could achieve this type of support from
the Unlted States, he would be able to malntain Vlietnamese
gsovereignty and authority and, at the same time, extend his
control over the countryside.
YHOOE IDEA?

It Is difficult to reconcile the many claims that the
Strategic Hamlet Program resulted from the work of any one
man or group. The Unlted States and Brltlish advisers
certalnly developed new ldeas, but In principle the intent
behind the overall concept cof pacliflcation remalned largely
unaltered. The work done by the U.S. and British ensured
that more emphaslig was placed on development and soclal
programs. Thls was a way of ensurling that the people stayed
with the government after they had been separated from the
insurgents. Development programs also satisfled the demands
of Dilem‘s U.S. advlisers. The basic concept of strategic
hamlets, however, remalns flrmly a South Vietnamese i[dea.
The key flgure In the development of the ldea and the
Implementation of the entire program was Ngo Dinh Nhu, the
President’s brother and key adviser.

While there were a numberr of sources for the
strateglc hamlet concept, the polnt of thelr convergence
Into a single ldea was Nhu.53 In an Iissue devoted to
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Strateglc Hamlets, the Ilmes of Vietpnam of 28 October 1962
referred to Nhu as the *archltect" of the Strateglc Hamlet
Program.54 This was confirmed by Willlam Colby, who was the
CIA statlion chlief In South Vlietnam and was In close contact
with Nhu at the time. Colby wrote that “Nhu himself took
public and formal leadershlp and responsiblillity for the
program.“95

Nhu was an intellectual and an ambitious man who, as
brother and pollitical counsellor to the President, had a
great deal of Infiluence over him.S56é Belng close to his
brother and as the organlzer of the regime’s secret
political organization, the Can Lao, he occupled a very
Important place In political life In South Vietnam. Nhu was
enthusiastlc both about the Strateglc Hamlet Program and the
promises of moral, flnanclal and physlcal support offered by
the U.S. and British advisers. Hls enthusiasm was not,
however, based entlirely on the prospect of Improving ilfe In
the country. He also viewed it as a way of extending the
government’s power base (and his own) throughout the
country, He thought more In terms of control,
reglmentatlion, polltical lIndoctrlinatlon, ancd organlization
than of an opportunity to ralse living standards.S7 To Nhu,
the program was an opportunity to establlish a polltical
power base founded on a one party system. To Robert
Thompson, this was not entirely a bad thing as the

Vietnamese were in search of an l|deology as an answer to
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Communlsm, S8 This ldeology was to be persconalism, as
expounded by the President and his brother.

This confusing philosophy was to provide the basis
for the Strategic Hamlet Program. The strategic hamlets and
personal lsm provided a counter-revolutlion to the communists
by offerling "a revolutionary system native to underdeveloped
countrles who have suffered misery and humilliation, dlvided
minds and commun!st subversion."S? To Diem and Nhu, their
revolution would:

...8eek to Implement freedom and democracy within a
system of order and respect for duly constltuted
authority, to llberate the Vietnamese people from

underdevelopment and divisgsion and to defeat
commun | sm .60

AIMS OQF THE GOVERNMENT OF YIETNAM

The name strategic hamlet did not come entirely from
the military nature of the program. The hamlets were to
play an equally Important role |n allowlng the development
of the economic, scclal and polltlcal aspects of Vietnamese
life. By comblining all of these factors and concentratlng
governmental activitles at the hamlet level, the government
expected that the Communists would be defeated and that the
basic alm of Implementing democracy In the rural areas would
be met.

The government faced an !nsurgent threat that relled
on the rural population for 1ts survival and growth. This
threat required that the government Isolate the guerlillas
from the people who, In many cases, were sSupporting them.
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As Mao Tse-tung had observed, the populace 8 to the

guerilla the same way as water 1s to flsh. The Government
of Vlietnam therefore Intended to separate the “guerlilla
fish" from the "populace water' by separating the guerililas
from the people. The government expected that the strategic
hamlets would provide the basis for popuiar antli-guerilla
action that would then become the basis of the drive to rld
the country of the Viet Cong lnsurgentsy, Pham Chung
provided a comprehenslive list of how the strategic hamlets
couid upset Communist tactics 1in the countrysiae. The
expected effects Included:

a. Neutralizing the Viet Cong tactlic of hiding and
dispersing In the hamlets.

b. Depriving the Viet Cong of favourable areas for
troop concentration.

C. Depriving the Insurgents of the element of surprise.

d. Denylng the communists of thelr chief source of
food supply and recrultment.

e. Making the communlist scheme of destroying the
adminlstrative mechanism of the government more
difficult to attaln.6l

In order to achieve security In the countryside, tne
Government of Vietnam announced 1Its intention to alter
milltary techniques and tactics from conventional warfare to
countergueriila warfare, The obJectlive wae to create an
Infrastructure for popular counterguerilla actlion that was

to become the basis of the drive to rld the country of the
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Viet Cong lnsurgents. Slx organlzatlions were glven varlous
responsibllitlies to conduct counterguerilla warfare. The
regular force Rangers, especlally trained and organized into
independent companies, were to attack and check the enemy in
his own territory. Commandos, constituted of elther
mlilltary or paramllltary forces, were the next level down
and were to operate boldly and with mobllity In locallzed
areas. The Clvil Guard were responsible to man fixed posts
outside of hamlets and malntaln night patrols throughout the
countryslide. The Self Defence Corps and the Police were
responsible for sSecurity within the hamlet and the area
Immedlately surrounding them. The flnal element of the
milltary pian was Malavan-type fortlifled villages which,
when bullt in areas where the enemy was concentrated, wouid
Isolate the insurgents.62 In this way the Strategic Hamlet
Program would rell: - .a heavy burden on the armed forces and
carry out a function for which the conventional forces were
not well-equlpped. Completed hamlets would also act as
advance posts of the armed forces, providing them with
camouflage, supplies and Information.63

Priorities for economic and community cdevelopment
were assjigned to the promotion of rural industries,
cooperative institutions, and the full development of local
resources,64 It was expected that most of these economic
programs would be backed by the United States.

Strateglc hamlets were to form the base of a new

scale of values, founded on civiec values and dedication to
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the common good,65 These new social values were
communlicated to the peasant primarliy through the difficult
philosophlcal concepts of personalism.

Government statements expressed the lIntention to
reallze democracy in the strategic hamlets through the
electlon of local government representatlves. Elected
councils had been abollished in 1956 when the government, In
an attempt to extend its authority, had sought to centralize
natlonal government.66 Twelve repregentatives would be
responslible for public affalrs In the hamlet. They would
operate under village by-laws establishing the legal
framework for democracy. It was suggested that sultable
laws would preclude arbitrary arrest or Iimprisonment,
requlre equal rights and dutles for all, and glve prilority
of benefits to those who worked enthusiastically and
etfectively.67

In the Times of Vietnam of 28 October 1962, which was
devoted entlirely to the program, 1t 1Is extremely difficult
to extract a common thread or clear alm for the Strategic
Hamlet Program. Extravagant clalms were made as to what the
program would be able to achleve In all aspects of
Vietnamese |ife. Part of this can be explalned by the high
hopes held by the reglme and by the government’s attempt to
convey |t3 enthuslasm to the pecple. Part of this lack of
clear definition must also be attributed to the lack of a

clearly defined, reallstic aim for the program as a whole,
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As has peen |llustrated, the program meant many dlfferent
things to the different groups and indlviduals invoived.
During 1962, a broad consensus on the concept
developed, and an overall plan emerged. There remalned,
however, dlfferent perceptions as to overall alms for the
strategic hamlets and the Iimplementation of the program.
The United States was primarily concerned wlth providling
securlty for the population and the Implementation of

political and social reforms. A feature of U.S. support was

that [t was marked by a lack of cohesion and uniformity.
The milltary was reluctant to place too much mportance on
the iInternal securlty problem, seeling the prlmary threat to
South Vietnam as a conventlonal mllltary threat. Opposec to
this view were many of the clvillan agencles of the United
States Government who ldentifled the primary threat as a
lack of development 1Iin the country and limited popular
support for President Diem. Diem, while usling grand
rhetoric to support the American Intentlons, was la reallty
more lnterested In extending his contrel and Iinfluence
throughout the countryside. The dliversity of expectations
and varyling degrees of support was to plague the Strategic
Hamlet Program throughout lts short 1ife.
STRATECIC HAMLETS BEGIN
The Strateglc Hamlet Program had rather humble and
mixed beginnings. As has been observed, they were underway
as early as May {96f{, and in fact the flnal program grew

from these early attempts. Admittedly the prcgram recelved
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a push on 3 January 1962.when Nhu began a publlclty campalgn
to announce the Implementation of the Strategic Hamlet
Program to cnver the approxlmately 16,000 hamiets in the
country.6B Ag far as the American advisers were concerned
though, there was stlil]l much work tc be done on the final
shape o¢of the program. Nhu‘s announcement was one month
before Roger Hilsman’s strategic concept was submitted and
well before any slignificant levels of U.S. support were made
avallable. Even though Nhu’s proposalsgs were ambitlous (he
set a timetable of 14 months), there was much more
development to be done before the flnal shape of the program
was to be determined. At thls early stage, the U.S. did not
appear to have a firm position on the program when 1t came
time to support the inltlal efforts iIn Binh Duong Province,
which commenced on 22 March 1962:
Thus, the U.S. came to a roundabout decision to support
as a “"test" of what would later be called the “strategic
hamlet program' an operation about whose detalls they
knew little, In an area that all recognized to be
difficult, because |t allegedly represented a
long-sought example of Government of Vlietnam Initlative
in planning and clivii-mllitary preparation.6?

Full leveis of U.S. support for the program were not
to be achleved untl]l late In 1962, well after many of the
Initial programs had begun. Thus, durlng the perliod from
January 1962 wuntil October 1962, there was continued
discussion and depate on the final shape of the program.
This did not slow the early, aimost reckless efforts to

bulld hamlets.
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CHAPTER 4

BUILDING THE STRATEGIC HAMLETS

Early In 1982, even as the strateglc hamlets were

belirg bullt, there was less than universal agreement on

elther thelr goals or the plan for thelr Implementation.

wWhat was generally understood was that they were an attempt

to extend the Influence of the government and counter the

actions of the Viet Cong. In general, hamlets were to be

regrouped lnto fortifled and more readily defendable

settlements, Once this regrouping was done, economic,

soclal, and polltical reforms could be undertaken. The

program was lIntended to weed out Viet Cong agents and

sympathlzers, to re--establish and Improve local government

adminlstration, to Improve the government’s Iimage, and to

align the peasants more closely with the government.1

CONSTRUCTION GOALS

As a means of achleving these overall alms, the

government lssued |ts goals for the construction ot

stcategic hamlete by number, by date, and L. geographlic

area.

The government planned to create between 11,000 and

12,000 hamlets, enough to shelter the entlre population.?
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The achedule called for 7,000 hamlete to be completed by the
end of 1962, wlith the rest to be completed by early 1964.
According to government flgures the program got off to an
encouraglng beglinning. By the end of September 1962, the
Interior Department claimed a total of 3,235 completed
strateglic hamlets with 4,322,234 people housed in them. It
was expected that by the end of 1962, two thicds pf the
populatlon would be llving In safety In strategle or
fortifled hamlets.3 On 7 October 1962, Jjust a few days
after the Department of Interlor lssued the flgures for 4.3
mililon people In hamlets, President Dlem clalmed a total of
7,267,517 people housed In strategic hamlets, completed or
under construction.4 It s common to find similar
discrepancies and contr ilctlons 1In government flgures.
Figures used by Robert Thompson In a September 1963 report
to Diem do not corresprind with any of the flgures provided
above .5

These discrepancies raise a number of points. First,
the flgures were not presented unlformly. At times, fligures
were presgsented for completed hamlets; at other times, they
were presented for completed hamlets and those under
construction, Second, 1t |s clear that construction goals
were accelersted as the program progressed and more funds
Lrecame availaple. This was especlally the case after May
1462, wnen U.S. funda were readlly avallable. Third.
Information recelved from the fieid was usuaily exaggerated
and Innacurate, concerned more vith quantity than quallty.
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Milton Osborne clted a number of examples of false reportling
and attributed It to a lack of understanding of the concept
of strategic hamlets by provinclal offlclals and to the
pressure for results from the President and his brother.6
While Diem and Nhu viewed the rate of constructlion as
a measure of success, there was another 1e38s encouraging
effect. The rate of construction became SO great that
avallable resources were stretched to the limlit. Thus the
hamlets were poorly constructed ind lnadequately protected.
This meant that It became difflcult to convince the peasants
to partliclpate. Osborne, |In reference to a speech by
Colonel Pham Ngoc Thao, a senlor asslistant to Nhu, suggested
that the rate of erectlion of hamlets Jeopardlzed the whole
program.’ Denis Warner also emphasized the speed at which

the program proceeded, sSuggesting that the Government went

into mass production:

Without warning, preparatior, or consent, peasants
saw thelr homes, end often thelr belonglngs, burned
behind them.8
There were a varlety of ldeas on where to start the
program. Thompson, when asubmlitting the "Delta Plan* to
Diem, suggested that a start be made In only one area. He
proposed the Delta area to the south and west of Saigon. To
Thompson, the area north of Salgon and the Hlighliands were

less secure and would require more speclflc milttory

measures, Thompson also recommended that the gcvernment

take thlings slowly and bulld the hamlets properly, making
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them worthwhlle for the peasants to defend. These i

recommendations were conslstent wlth Thompson‘s experlence
In Malaya, where he was an advocate of the "oll spot*
method. Under this method the government would establish
Itself In an area and then slowly extend lts control! out
over the surrounding countryside, Just as oll spreads on the
surface of water.

As 1t was, hamlets were begun |[n wldely scattered
areas. It was not wunt!l August 1962, well after many
hamlets were begun, that efforts were made to detall a
countrywlde prlorlty plan. Under this plan, lssued by the
Interagency Committee for Province Rehablllitatlon, four
priority zones were detalled, and wlthlin each zone provinces
were allocated a priorlty for the purpose of controllling the

. allocation of resgources and conformlng wlth the natlonal
plan.®

Even after the Introduction of this natlional plan,
there remalned little order to the whole process. Hlilsman
made this point In a December 1962 Memorandum to the
Secretary of the Department of State, In which he viewed the
systematic Integratlion of milltary and polltical resources
as providlng encouragling results. He did however, qualify
hls observation by the comment:

However Its |imited appliication to relativeiy few
provinces has not yet appreclably altered the balance

between the ?overnmen* ~.d the Viet Cong in the
ceuntrysids. 0
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The confusing and haphazard nature of the
implementation of the Strateglc Hamlet Program should be
attributed to the lack of an overall strateglc plan and
propecly coordinated centrallzed direction. wWwhile an
adminlstration system exlsted from the hlighest levels of
government, and while most support came from the
Presldentlal Palace, Implementatlion declislons were mostly
macie at the provinclal level, It was at thlis level that
resources were avallable and the actual declisions on where
to construct the hamlets were made. Thls disjointed method
of planning and constructlion effectlvely did away with any
advantage whlich might have been galned from the "“oll spot*
method proposed by Thompson. A CIA Memorandum to the
Secretary of Defense dated 13 July 1962, touched on this
toplc and on the lack of Iintegratlon of the plan. The
memorandum sta.ed that one major weakness of the program was
the "hit-and-mlss® construction effort that resulted In
Insufficlent integration of the hamlet defences Into the
overall dlstrict and province securlty plans. This meant
that until there were conslderably more strategic hamlets,
the exlisting ones, which were often Isolated, would be
exposed to Viet Cong attack. The ClA memorandum stated:

In our view, best way [(to] use strateglc hamlets as
tactic In counterlnsurgency program is, when
possible, to make thelr phased constructlon Integral

part (of) broader paclflcatlon programs extend!ing,
where practicabie, to province-wide scope.il
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ORGANIZATION TQ BUILD HAMLETS

Glven the lInvolvement of multlple government bodles
and the existence of mulitiple alms for the strateglc
hamlets, It 1|8 hardly surprising that a olethora of
organlzationa were establlshed to Implement the program. An
extengsive adminlstratlve system was establlished from Salgon
all the way down through the province and village to the
hamlet. In keeping with Dlem’s overall efforts to extend
government control, there was an attempt to retaln a large
degree of centrallzed control, exerclised primarlly from the
Palace and especlally by Nhu. In reallty this control had
more to do wlth the rate of construction than the quality cf
the strateglic hamlets and thelr locatlien.

President Diem established a speclal
"Interministertal Committee for Strateglc Hamlets" on 3
February 1962. This was seven months after the flrst
official references to the scheme appeared and after the
construction of the Inltlal hamlets. The committee was
glven the responsibllity of coordlinating the program on a
countrywlicde bagsla. As befltting a program with broad alms,
the Ministerles of the Interlor, Defense, Educatlon, Clvic
Action, and Rural Affairs were all represented.l2 The
Minister of the Interlor was the Secretary General, but

there was no chairman appointed, as thls function was

exerclsed by Nhu, who at thls early stage did not want to

have his position formallzed.!? Nhu was in reality the man

who operated thie scheme.l4 Wiillam A. Nighswonger assessed
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that this committee "was largely a flgurehead, engaging In
the ‘post declslional partliclpatlion’ typlcal of the
regime.*15 Nhu tended to Iignore the established
administrative structure, preferring to Issue orders
dlrectly to the province chlets.l6

The Interministerial Committee attempted to bring
some order to the scheme by allocating prilority of
construction, by preparing plans and regulations for the
Implementatlion of the hamlets, and by conducting tralning
courses for officlals. The effect of these actlivitles, and
the delegation of responsibllity, must be questlioned in the
llght of Nhu’s Intentlons for the scheme. He viewed it as a
way of extendlng government control over the countryside.
Even 1f the reglions were free to exerclse autonomy, the army
commanders and admlnistrators In the provinces had been
appalnted by Diem or Nhu and owed them alleglance. As a
means of ensuring his control, Nhu toured the countryside to
express his views on the program. To him the program had
three aspects: first, the strateglc hamlet was to provide
defence agalnst outside attack by organlzing Its own militlia
In the Republlican Youth:; second, It was to be a vehlicle for
the betterment of village 11fe; finally, It was to be the
vehicle of polltlical and soclal change, replacing the old
village hierarchy by a system that rewarded people who acted
In the Interests of the hamlet.17

Even thcough the reglion was not part of the civilian
administrative structure of South Vietram, |t was part of
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the milltary chaln of command and as such assumed
regsponsibllilities for the Implementatlion of the program. The
Interministerial Committee delegated responsibllitles to
reglons where regular army divlisions were under the command
of the Reglonal Tactlcal Commander.!® Reglonal Tactlcal
Commanders provided the equipment and millitary forces
necessary to secure the area while the strategic hamlets
were belng constructed. The Regional Tactlcal Commanders
also headed up reglonal committees which established
Ingpection teams responsible for reporting on the progress
of strategic hamlets to the Interministerial Committee.l?

At the provinclal level, committees headed by the
province chief were established to carry out the directives
of the Interministerial Committee and to develop plang for
the Indlvidual provinces, This Important role of the
province chief did not last long. By Preslidentlal Decfee of
12 July 1962, division tactlical area committees for
strateglic hamlets were establlished, with Army dlvislon
commanders as chairmen. These were the commanders fcom the
reglonal level dlscussed above. This change recognlized the
province chlef’s difflcuities 1In obtaining operatlional
support from the milltary.20 By establishing the army in
such an Important role, the provislon of operatlional support
was made easler,. The question remalns as to how
enthusjastically and how astutely the divislon commanders
were able to discharge their responsiblllities to what wss
primarlly an economlc, soclial, and polltical program,. As
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the reglon was a consliderably bléger area than thé province,
the milltary was also forced to spread lts resources over a
much larger area. Certalnly, as the securlity sltuation
worsened, the amount of time and resources the division
commanders could devote to the project were constralned.
They were generally not trained for these actlvitlies and
were prone to view the sltuation In the countryside as a
securlty probl!em rather than a soclal and economic problem
and the solutlon as primarily a military one.

The planning and execution of the program was most
Important at the district level. Procedures were detalled
In the Timea of V]etnam of 28 October 1962.21 As a first
step, the dlstrict chlef would meet with the province chilef,
local mllitary offlcers, and the province committee 1In
charge of strateglc hamlets to discuss the Implementation of
the program In his district. Once back in his dlétrict, the
district chlef would organlze "Strategic Hamlet Constructlon
Teams," which were assigned to the hamlets to be
constructed. Each team of ten to twenty men was made up of
representatives from the Clvl! Guard, the Self Defense
Corps, the Pollce, the Information Service, Clvic Actlon
personnel, the Agricultural Credit agency, and Public Health
and Educatlon personnel. The team was allocated a mllltary
unit to protect !t and would visit the villags ‘.- anywhere
from ten days to a month,22

After arriving In Its assigned hamlet, tle flrat task

of the team was the lnétallatlon of defensive poslitions
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(usually a fence) to check enemy Inflltratlon Into the
hamlet. At no time was It !ntended that these rudimentary
measures be able to repel large-scale attacks by enemy
forces. They were meant only for local security and to help
control Inflltratlon. One member of the team was deslgnated
as the securlty member, and he was responsible for the
eradication of Viet Cong lnflltratdrs and the control of the
population. This Involved compllling lidentlity flies and
family records for each house, photograph!ng each person,
Investigating the flinanclal status of each family,
determining the rate of Illteracy, and lssulng plastic
covered identlty cards.

Others on the construction team organized the people
lnto clvic groups as a means of creating a collectlive llfe
among the lnhabltants In an attempt to further !solate them
from the Viet Cong. Organlzations |ncluded the Farmers
Assoclatlion, the Women’s Solidarlity Movement, the Self
Defense Corps, and the Republlican Youth. These
organizations were seen as the flrst step In the
Implementation of democractic princliples In the hamlet.
With the completion of securlty measures, a comprehens!|ve
soclal and pollitica!l program was to be (njtlated. Hamlet
chlefs were elther elected or appolnted by the district
chlief and, together with three assistants (one for econom!c
and soclal aftairs, another for administration and political
atfairs, and a third for youth and securlity), the four men

made up the "hamlet management board" or councll!.23 These
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actlons were followed by the electlon of village counclils.
An assembly of hamlet chlefs, assoclatlon leaders, village
councilmen, and the Chlef of Dlistrict then met to draft
village bylaws Intended to provide a framework for democracy
In the village. As a flnal step a general assembly was held
durling which the Strateglc Hamlet Construction Team
transferred responsibllity for the management of the
gstrategic hamlet to the elected hamlet councll.
U.S AID AND ADVICE

Soon after Roger Hlilsman submlitted hlis strateglc
concept, and other offlclals had expressed thelr support for
the new paclflcation program, the Unlited States took steps
to formallze Its commltment. In March 1962, the U.S.
Embassy In Salgon established an Interagency Committee for
Province Rehabllitation (COPRCR) to deal with the
counterlinsurgency problem and to act as a counterpart to the
Vietnamese Interministerlal Committee. The deputy chlef of
mission chalired the committee, which had representatives
from U.S. agencles in South Vietnam. Like so many early
country team efforts, Internal coordinatlon was largely
dependent on Informal contacts between agencies, as no
secretarlat was establlshed for the COPROR.Z24

Through work by the Agency for Internatlonal
Development, an Office of Rural Affalirs was establlished In
the U.S. Embassy, with Rufus Phlilllps as 1its head.
Administered through the Unlited States Operatlions Mlisslon

(USCM), the Offlce of Rural Affalrs was |nvolved |n
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developlng adminlstratlve procedures at the natlonal level,
Under thls system, province chlefs provided comprehensive
provinclal plans that were reviewed by the Intermlnlsterlal
Committee, the Offlce of Rural Affalrs and the MAAG’s
Strateglic Hamlets Division. Following the presentatlion of
provinclial plans, Jolnt U.S.-GVN teams vislted the provinces
to work out any problems and prepare a budget. Once thls
was done, completed pians and budgets were submitted to the
U.S. Interagency Commlttee and the Government of Vlietnam
Interministerlal Committee.25

The QOfflce of Rural Affalrs was establlshed, with a
view towards counterinsurgency princlples, as an agency to
help persuade the people to support the government and
resist the Viet Cong. It malntalned a strong emphasis on
fleld support and was highly decentralized In order to
ensure close and respohslve support for the strateglc
hamlets. Phllllps, who had served In Vietnam in 1954 as an
Army lleutenant, developed techniques for coordination wlth
milltary and propaganda operatlons. These technlques were
meant to ensure that the creatlon of a strateglc hamlet
would also bring the people supplles and materlal as well as
physlical securlity and Information explaining the program.26

Strategic hamlets began before substantlal numbers of
U.S. advisers flltered down to provinclal levels. Thus, the
flrst advisers were generally the MAAG sector advisers who
were followed In late 1962 By USCM (epresentatives, The
gector advisers served as personal mliltary counselloars to
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the Frcvy nce Chlef and, along wlth the USOM representatlive,
participaters. In the planning and approval of strategic
hamlets as members of the Provinclal Rehablilltatlion
Committee. This commlittee consisted of the Province Chlet
and the MACV and USOM advisers.?? It was responsible for
the plannlng of provinclal activitlies based on the types of
programs to Dbe conducted and the flnanclal and materlal
resources avallable. Even after a short time In the fleld,
the U.S. advisers became concerned wlth the amount of waste,
corruptlion, and bureaucratlc lncompetence they observed; so
they took steps to try and rectify the sjtuation. Ald
agreements were negotlatea at the natlonal level, but funds
were made avallable by agreements through USOM with each
province chlief. This method of providing ald directly to
the province was developed to ensure timeliness and a
greater degree of control over the appllication cf funds.Z28
Duncanson argued that by avcidlng the wministries In Salgon
and the speclal secretariat, the .~'ted States could show
lts dissatisfaction at Dlem’s rejection of requests for
reform as well as its distrust of Nhu.2?

UsOM and MACY advisers had dlfferent roles,
responsiblliities, and sources of funds. The role of the
MACV adviser was "to foster the Improvement of training and
operating effectiveness of province armed forces,
Intelllgence and paclflication actlivitlies as a whole."30 ;s
USOM was an economlc agency, the role of the USOM
representative dliffered markedly. ! was through these
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efforts to pravide advice and agslstance on a decentrallzed
basls that the U.S. flrst became lnvolved In providing

advice at the provinctal ievel .31

A _TYPICAL STRATEGIC HAMLET

Just as 1t was dlfflcult to define a typlcal hamlet,
It Is difficult to deflne a typlcal strategic hamlet.
Varlations between hamiets exlsted because of differences In
the securlity threat, avallable resources and the enthusiasm
of the people to construct and develop the hamlets. There
were, however, common attributes.

John C. Donnell and Gerald C. Hlckey provided a
useful description. They observed three types of strategic
hamlets. The flrst type was the heavily fortifled hamlets
found In the contested areas around Salgon. In these
hamlets much of - the area was surrounded by extensive
earthworks, lncluding a ditch about flve feet deep and a
rampart ten feet wlide at the top. Both the ditch and
rampart were studded with bamboo spears. Outside the dlitch
there was generally a fence of elther bamboo, wooden
pickets, thorn hedges, or barbed wire. In the second type,
observed in Vinh Long Province, which had less of a securlty
problem, the hamlets were dlvided Into defenslive blocks
which comprised most of the residentlal areas. These blocks
were afforded defence by bamboo spears embedded In the
ground, thorn hedges, portable steel gsplke boards, and a few
hand grenades planted as land mines. The third type,

observed In Klen Hoa Province were the least heavily
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defended. In these, the fortlflcatlons and defenslve
devices were usually limited to the milltary post.32
In a 3 December 1962 Research Memorandum, The
Sltuation and Short-lecm Prospects ln Vietnam, Roger Hilsman
also gave a good ldea of the dlfferences between strateglc
hamlets. To Hlilsman, they varied wldely In all aspects,.
The most effectlvely organized hamlets were those In the
reas where Integrated and systematlic millitary-political
paclflcatlion operations were undertaken. These hamlets had
effective defences, radlo communications were provided, and
offlclals had begun the process of !mproving life for the
peasants. In other hamlets fortliflcations were Inadequate,
there were no communicatlons, defence forces were
under-strength and poorly equlpped, and hamlet officlals
continued to be appolnted rather than elected. Continuing
with” hls observations, H!lsman observed that whlle morale
was improving |In many hamlets because of the securlty they
offered, there were problems. These problems lnvolved
reports that government offlcials were demandlng tcoo much
forced labour and materlal from the peasants and offecling
little In the way of compensatlion. As a result the
peasant’s ablility to earn a llving decllned because of the
time spent In constructlng the strategic hamlets. Hi1sman
concluded one section of the memorandum with the observat!ion
that the reports he was recelving also lncluded comments on

the government being more concerned with "contreolllng the
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hamlet population than with providing services and improving
llving condltions."33

Donnell and Hickey also provided a close look at the
difflculties experlenced by the peasants as the strateglc
hamlets were belng built. In some areas farmers were forced
to make conslderable contributlons to the construction of
the hamlets. They were oblliged to provide communal 1abour,
bamboo and other materlals, money for the purchase of
defence materials, and glve up paddy land for the
congstruction of earthworks. Communal ladbour schedules were
heavy and farmers complialned that crop vylelds were
drastically reduced because they bad to work long hours on
communal projects. Another difflculty was that villagers
were often required to provide labour to asslist In the
constructlion of nelghbourlng gtrateglc hamlets, for whlch
they recelved no reward In kind or money. In many cases
villagers were also unhappy that they did not recelve the
payment due to them for elthef thelr work or as compensation
for moving to the new hamlets. Donnell and Hlickey made
repeated mentlon of this and, In each case, refer to the
claims of local offlclals that these payments had In fact

been made .34

HAMLET ORGANIZATIONS
As a result of the decision In the 1950s to retain a
large army with a focus on protecting the country from an
invasion from the north, the primary responsibllity for
Internal security fell on the Civil Defense Guard (CDG) and
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the Self Defense Corps (SDC)>. Even In the early 1960s, when
there was a new emphasis on counterlnsurgency, there
remalned a clear distinction between the milltary forces and
these militia groups. The militia were still to focus at
the village level, where the greatest threat was. The
Intention was to relleve the regular army forces from static
defence duties, thereby enabling the army to assume the
Initlatlve against the Communists. Nelther the CDG nor the
SDC were properly equlpped ocr tralned to perform thls
Internal security function. The CDG had orliglnally been
prepared as a rural pollce force by the Mlichligan State
Universlity grcocup who provided contract advice to the
Government of Vletnam during the 1950s. By 1961, even
though changes and Improvemeats were evident and both groups
were establfshed with substantlal numbers, there remalned
signiflicant defliclencies.

The Civ!! Defense Guard was a voluntary area defence
force, numberlng about 50,000. Organized In unlts up to
battalion slze, |t operated as a reglonal reaction force and
was, In effect, the province chief’s own milltary force.
The abllity of the CDG to perform this function was
extremely limited due to their severe lack of moblllty and
Inadequate communications within the province. It performed
more capably when used to protect key Installations and man
small flxed posts near the hamlets of a night. It was 2!sc
used to good effect to malntaln night patrols throughout the
countryside.
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The Self Defense Corps numbered about 60,000 and
provided the mliiitary basls of the strateglc hamlet system.
The Corps was responsible for securlty withln the hamlet and
the area Immedlately around 1t. They performed tasks such
as guardlng publlc bulldlings and brldges, escortling village
offlclals In unsafe areas and patrolling the village area.
Poorly tralined, poorly equipped and often terribly lsolated,
the SDC became the primary target of Viet Cong attacks. In
the first six months of 1962 the SDC lost 1,600 kllled
compared to 400 for the army.3% On 11 May 1962, Homer
Bigart, reporting In the New York Times, gave a clear
example of the isolation faced by the SDC. Reporting on
Secretary of Defense McNamara‘’s visit to Lung Son strategic
hamlet, Bligart detalled how the hamlet had no radio and that
It would take a runner four hours to bring reinforcements.
In an attempt to overcome thls lsolation, the USOM began a
flve mlllion dollar program to provide 2,000 transistor
radios to the villages and hamlets during 1963.36 Even when
help was summoned by radlo it often took an Iinordlinately
long time for the Army to acrive.

Nhu saw that the Republlcan Youth, which was
essentlally a polltical organization, would be able to play
a role |In the defence of the gtrategic hamlets.
Undoubtedly, he also saw a larger role for the organization
which he founded In February 1961. The Republican Youth was
for unlformed voung men and, llke many of the other
organjzations formed by Dlem or Nhu, was a way of extendling
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control throughout the countryside.37 Dlem’s view was that
the Republlican Youth could be utilized for any purpose for
which organizatlon and discipline were required.
Accordlngly, I|f there was not already a branch of the
Republlican Youth In a hamlet, one of the flrst tasks for the
hamlet constructlion team was to ralse one. Mlnimal tralning
was conducted In milltary and polltical affalrs, at the end
of which the Republlican Youth became part of the warnlng and
quard system.39 For example in Vinh Long, they organized an
alarm and evacuation system as well as a reporting and
registration system.3°

During the perlod 1961 to 1963, the Natlonal Police
were not actlive In the rural areas of South Vietnam. An
Increase of National Pollice from 21,000 to 72,000 had been
proposed in 1961, but |t was not approved untll 1963. Thus,
the National Police were not to play a signiflcant role In
the Strateglc Hamlet Program. This was unfortunate since
the training manual for pollce, Issued by the Public Safety
Divislon of the USOM In January 1964, was a remarkably clear
and sensible document. The manual dealt extensively wlth
pollce responsiblllties In populaticn and resources control.
It also propogsed that the Jjob of the police in the strategic
hamlet was "to malntaln the Internal securlty of the hamlet
and keep a constant survelllance over the movements of the
people In and out of Its limits."40

Throughout the perliod under study, police presence In

the countryside was limlted to largely untralned village
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offlclale. These offlclals were supplemented by the militla
groups and Republlcan Youth, themselves largely untralned
and lnexperienced. Some efforts had been made durlng 1961
to train offlclals {n population and resources control
methods, but they were abandoned because of both
insufficient funds and an lnternal confllct wlthin the USOM
between Rural! Affalirs and Publlc Safety on the question of
the methods of control.4l Consequently, the Strategic
Hamlet Program operated wlthout a coordlnated resources
control program. Because the control of resources was one
of the key elements for ensurlng the separatlon of the Viet
Cong from the material support provided by the peasants,
this was a serious flaw in the whole program.

Apart from the organlizations mentloned above, there
were many other organizatlons and assoclatlions In the
villages and hamlets, some of whlich had lesser roles in the
polltical and soclal development of the strategic hamlets.
Even though the Michligan State Unliversity study of the
village of My Thuan was completed prlor to the Strategic
Hamlet Program, It provides a valuable outline of
organlzations at the village level. Not all! organlzatlions
appeared |n every village, but the study was representative
of the types of organizations that might be found. They
Included farmers assoclations and cooperatives, soclal
welfare committees, farmers unlons, communlity development
committees and student-parent assocliatlons. There were also
politlical and rellglous groups, Including the Natlonal
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Revolutlionary Movement and the Government Emplovee League.
The Mlichlgan State Unlversity study observed that the
government overtly attempted to replace some of the older
institutions with new government ones. It was thought that
the new Institutlons would ald securlty and be better able
to handle the problems of development [n the countryside.
The new groups were "generally poorly developed,
111-defined, over-lappling In function, or not functlioning at
all .42
SELF-SUTFICIFENCY

While there was an effort to provide adequate and
approprlate organlzations and resources tc support the
strategic hamlets, there were limltations. Some of these
limitations were the result of inadequate resources and poor
planning. As has been observed, strategic hamlets were
under way well before the U.S. made the declslon to precvide
widespread support to the program. Nighswonger refers to
the perlod before January 1963, when U.S. Military
Asslistance Program and Agency for International Development
funds became avallable, as the “self sufficlent* perlod.43
During thls pericd, avallable resources were extremely
limited and, apart from the large coordlinated operations,
villagers recelved llttle |1n the way of compensation for
thelr land or payment for thelr labour.

There was one other limltation which was an integral
part of the whole concept of strateglc hamlets. It was the

emphasis on self rellance, which was very much a part of the
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perscnallst phllosophy espoused by Dlem and Nhu. This
llmltatlon was also called "self-sutflclency."” As Nhu
explalned, the three basglc purposes for strateglc hamlets
were defence, the betterment of vililage llfe, and a vehicle
for pollitlical and scclal change, Under the personallist
phllosophy, these baslc purposes had three corresponding
sufficlencles; gself-sufflclency ln organlzation,
self-sufflclency In equlpment, and self-sufficlency In
ldeology.44 Under thls concept of self-sufficiency, Nhu was
convinced that the people had to do for themselves what they
wanted done. The government would help as |t could, but the
people should be prepared to shoulder the burden for thelr
own defence and develcpment. Nhu saw self-sufficlency as an
approprlate phllosophy for the peasants “who were to become
aware of their dignity and worth (and would thus become)
motivated to contribute the necessary resources by thelr own
labor and wlllingness to serve."45

While self-sufficiency could be justified In terms of
the personallist philosophy, It could clso be explalned by a
lack of avallable resources and the government‘s Inadblility
to do anything positive to actually Improve vililage 1lfe.
Yet another reason for self-sufflciency can be seen {n the
insensltivity of the regime In Sal!gon to the needs of the
peasant In the countryside. Nhu expressed a reluctance to
asgist the villagers, belleving that If he satlsfled thelr
demands they would return with more demands. . Eventually he
acquliesced and provided services to the villages, but only
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under pressure from, and with money and resources supplled

primarily by the Unjted States. Douglas Plke emphaslzed
Nhu‘s personallst feellngs In quoting Nhu’s reply to a group
of villagers who had asked for ald to bulld a new school:
The government’s means are stretched now to thelr
limlt. Do not rely on outside aid. First bulld a
revolution within yourself. Then bulid the school
with your own hands.46
Self-sufflclency was nothlng new to rural Vietnamese.
In thelr villages and hamlets they had exlsted for years
without government support or lInterference. With the
Introduction of strateglic hamlets, there came a new twist to
this old relationship. Under the Strategic Hamlet Program,
and lts efforts to extend control throughout the country,
the government became more intrusive In the everyday |life of
the villager. This may have been acceptable had the
government been sensitive to the needs of the villagers and
offered something In creturn. Thls was not the case. Even
in the Important realm of arming the villagers to defend
themselves, self-sufficlency had an effect: the hamliet
militla would be loaned thelr weapons for a perlod of six
months. The arms were then to be returned. Nhu assumed
that after six months the militia would have captured enough
weapons to arm themselves. Peasants were also required to
: make heavy contributions of labour, materlial, and money to
the constructlion of the hamlets, Nhu envisaged
contributions taking the form of five to ten days of labour
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and from flfty to one thousand plasters from each c¢ltlizen.47

Perhaps the greatest cost to the vlllagers was that, under
the strict control measures necessary to ensure security, 1t
seemed to them that they had lost thelr freedom.
COORDINATED EFFQRTS

The first large-scale attempt to bring the varled
securlty, economic, soclal, and political threads of the
Strategic Hamlet Program together was "Operatlon Sunrlse,*
which began In the last week of March 1962 In Blnh Duong
Province, north of Salgon. This operation was especially
significant as It was the flrst time the governments of
South Vietnam and the United States were to combine thelir
efforts. It was also signiflicant In that |t was well
covered by the press., Homer Blgart, ln hls reports to the
New York Tlmes, presented the scheme In lIncreasingly
critlical terms. In one report he called It “a habsh and
drastic milllitary measure that could mark a turning polint In
Vietnam’s struggle against the Conmunlst guec!llas. *48

Four hamlets were selected In what Thompson saw as
the “toughest area” on the fringe of War Zone D.4? The area
was heavlly lIntested with Viet Cong and served as a
crossroads of Viet Cong communlicatlons. This province was
selected after considerable debate over where to start the
project. In his "Delta Plan," Thompson had proposed

starting In the more secure delta area south of Salgon.

[

American advieere were a3t first reluctant to start o the

cr

north, but In an effort to encourage a Vietnamese !nltlatjve
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agreed to thls area which Dlem saw as more Ilmportant.50 The
U.S. provided plannling, technical ald, and financlal support
as a means to test the new concept and provide encouragement
to the Vietnamese,

"Operation Sunrlse", under the command of Brlgadler
General Van Thanh Cao, conslisted of three phases. The flrst
phase was a mllltary manoceuvre to sweep the guerilla forces
out of the populated areas. Carrled out by the reinforced
Sth ARVN Division, the sweep was largely ineffective: among
the more than 200 famillies located In the area, the ARVN
division found only 120 males of an age to bear arms. An
edltorlal comment ! the Pentagon Papers suggests that thls
very clearly lIndlcated that a large number had gone over .
the Vlet Cong.5! In the second phase, government services
were to bbe bulit up by clvlil action cadres. The final phase
was the estaplishment of normal government afﬁer the civil
actlon cadres moved out.52

By selecting a Viet Cong-controlled area the
government ensured a difficult start to thelr officlal
Strateglc Hamlet Program. It |s questionable whether Binh
Duong Province was a sultable area for paclflicatlion. This
question was reinforced by Homer Blgart, who reported that
the objective was to break the threatening arc of guerillas
in the forests less than 30 mlles from Salgen. This
suggests a greater emphasis on the securlty of Salgon than
providing securlty and development for the people in Binh

Duong province. Couglas Blaufarb wrote that nelther the
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Government of Vietnam nor the U.S. were concerned that to
start (n thls area “"would viclate some fundamental
princlples of the new strategy and encounter problems [t was
not deslgned to solve,"53

As the start In the much vaunted project to paclfy
the country, many would view "Operation Sunrlise" as a sample
of what was to come. Thls was unfortunate, as government
plans required the resettlement of approximately 1,200
familles. In the first attempts the government moved 223
lsolated famllles Into a new viliage called Ben Tuong. Only
70 famllles volunteered for resettliement, the other 135
familles *were herded forcibly from thelr homes."S4 As the
villagers were moved, thelr homes were burned along with
other Iimmovable objects to prevent thelr use by the Viet
Cong. When the peasants arrived In Ben Tuong, they found
the village Incomplete, and they were oblliged to construct
much of It themselves. They also found the village to be
located so far away from Ben Cat, which was the nearest
market town, that <they were forced to pay a prohibltive
emount for transport to the market .55

The U.S. budgeted $300,000 for compensation payments,
to be provided to each family on the hasis of 1,500 plastres
(about 821> for lost property. The Unlted States
Information Service (USIS) also publlished and distributed a
free weekly newspaper called, "Towards the Good Life."
Douglas Plke was responslible for the production of the
pape., which explalned that the purpoge of “Operation

101



Sunrligse’ was to destroy the power of the Viet Cong and to
improve llving condlitlons In rural areas of the province.56
Nelther the sum of money nor a newspaper appear to be
adequate compensation, especially as the peasants had the
price of thelr new homes deducted from the i{nitlal sum
recelved. In the end they recelved 400 plasters ($5.57) as
a cash payment .57

Not long after "Operation Sunrise' commenced another
operation, called "Operation Sea Swallow' began In Phu Yen
Province. Located along the coast In Central Vietnam, Phu
Yen was heavily Iinfested wlth Viet Cong, who exerclsed
conslderable control over the province. "Opecatlion Sea
Swallow" |ncorporated some of the lessons of "Operatlon
Sunrise." Denis Warner estimated that it began well and was
successful, desplte a poor performance by the ARVN and
"desplte Salgon‘s almost open hostllity to the operation.*58
In this new operation, the province chief and his American
advisers were intent on maklng the program a genulne battle
for the hearts and minds of the people. Large sums of money
were avallable for resettlement, medical ald, and securlty.
In addition, fleld offlce.s Inslsted that people would not
be moved untll the resettliement areas were ready and
compensgsatlon had been pald for destroyed property.59

Success had |ts price,. Diem began to feel
uncomfortable with "Operation Sea Swallow" because the
Americans were too closely assoclated wlth the operatlion,
and because the successful resettliement programs were
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unfavourably contrasted wlith the Dbrutal programs of
“Operatlion Sunclse.”" The province chlef fell Into dlsfavour
for ldentlfylng too closely with the Americans. and the
Amerlcans were accused of squanderlng materlal that was more
urgently needed elsewhere.50 piem’s view of the operatlon
shows a puzzllng lndlifference for a progran that gave every
incdlcation of belng a success. Thompgson quoted D -em as
sayling: "It makes the Amer!cans happy and |t does not worry
elther me or the Vietcong."61 It must be remembered,
though, that thls was at a time when Dlem was seeking to
malntain Vietnamese autonomy over the conduct of the war and
was recelving increasing criticlam that he was 1 puppef of
the Americans.

Throughout South Vietnam other attempts were made to
Implement the Strategic Hamlet Program. These went . under
names such as "Operation Let‘s Go" in Blnh Dinh Province,
and “"Operatjon Royal Phoenix" 1In Quang Nal Province.
Thompson viewed these separate operations as a problem. He
gstated that the authorlitles could not see the need to

organize the program as a methodical campalign to recover and

control territory:

Some Americans got the polnt sufflclently to coln the
phrase "oll spotsg". The trouble was that every

advisory team wanted l1ts own oil spot. The oll spots
were soon dotted all over the plaze.6

These separate operatlons were ample evidence of a

lack of a national strategy. Thompson could see nothing
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intringlcally wrong with "Operation Sea Swallow,* except for

the fact that It was not In an Important area. It was
selected merely because the province authorlities were keen
to start and the authoritles considered |t wlse to take
advantage of this enthuslasm,. Similarly, a program was
begun In the area around Salgon In the area of the Cao Dal
sect because of a local Inltlative, In thls lnstance, no
regard was pald to where the hamlets were located; they were
in fact spread over three provinces.63 Whlle many hamiets
were bullt as part of a coordinated effort, a great many
more were bullt as Individual efforts by local authoritles
In regponse to the demands for more and more hamlets
emanating from Salgon. It was these hamlets that recelved
the least support and assistance, and as a result were
generally poorly constructed with little or no local
support.
COMPLEMENTARY MEASURES

Even though the strateglc hamlets became the focus of
government efforts, the Government of Vietnam did not rely
entirely on them as the sole means of paclfication. There
were also a number of other programs which played a role In
the overall plan for paclflcation.

The Government of Vletnam launched lts “Chleu Hol" or
Open Arms program in April 1963. It wags a formal amnesty
program which sought to encourage defections from the Viet
Cong. Returnees were granted amnesty and recelved Into

gspecial camps where they recelved medical treatment,
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economi{¢ help, and tralning before belng released Into
clvlillan soclety or permitted to enllst In the army.
Figqures for the perlod up to 18 February 1962 show 12,067
Viet Cong returned to the government slde. Bernard Fall
observed that, based on the number of weapons handed in (an
average of 1 or 2 per 100 returnees), they may not have been
hard-core Viet Cong, but more llkely peasants caught In the
wake of clearlng operat.ons.64

Like efforts at pacification, attempts at land reform
remalned as a constant throughout Dlem’e rule. His efforts
at land reform which began In October 1956, were presented
as yet another means to achieve pacification In the rural
areas. Although government officlals held high hopes for
land reform, thelr attempts were largely unsuccessful.
Despite early claims of success, |t became evident that land
reform was not playing an Important role In pacliflcatlon.
As a resuit, Diem announced in 1960 that the land reform
program had been completed. Very few peasants had actually
benefited from It, and In 1962 there were stlll 150,000
hectares of undlistributed land., Throughout this period, the
government was reluctant to grant title to land, and ln scme
areas government regulations on how much rent a tenant had
to pay actually meant that tenants were worse off than
previously.65 Viet Cong cadres played on the peasantsg’
concerns over land, and the Viet Cong were |nstructed to
relate every lgssue to the land problem. They portrayed the

strategic hamlet as a means of deprlving the peasants of
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land and asserted tﬁat the government represented the rich
landlords. Other Viet Cong actlions Included claims that the
land reform scheme was false, land taxes were unreasonable,
and that the best rice land was being conflscated by the
U.S.-Dlem clique for military bases, 66

The government also attempted to Institute reforms
and development projects through all [ts agencles. These
lnvolved agrlcultural, soclal, and economic reforms.
However, they were however largely subsumed by the enormity
of the Strategic Hamlet Program and its voraclous appetlte
for resources. It was not untll well Into 1964 that
individual programs, such as schools at the hamlet level,
the dlstribution of fertlillizer, Information services, and
rural electrlflcétlon schemes began to stand out as viable
paclflcatlon schemes.

WHAT MADE A HAMLET A STRATEGIC HAMLET

Keeping entirely In line with the government’s vague
ldea of Iimplementatlon was the officlal view of what
constituted a strateglic hamlet. The six crilterla lald down
on 19 July 1962, took a very narrow view, dealing only with
securlty measures. The 6 polints which lIndlicatea that a

hamiet was completed were:

when the people (1) have cleared Communjists from
the area, and have coordinated populatlon-control
measures with the pollce commlttee and hamiet
chlef; (2) have coordinated control of pecple and
resourceg wlth the Vlietnamese Informatlon Service,
Indoctrinated the populaticn, and successfully
organized all the people; (3) have lnstructed and
divided work of all people as to thelr obligations
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when dlisaster strikes; (4> have completed defenses
- guch as fences, splkes, communications trenches,
hidden trenches In all houses; (5) have organized
two speclal forces cells In each hamlet; and (6)
have held the election of an advisory councll .67
Apart from the electlon of an advisory counclil these
gsix points make no mention of the economic, soclal, and
political reforms whlich were the most Important part of the
whole program. Such a narrow definition ailowed the
government to <clalm Iincreasing numbers of completed
strategic hamlets at a time when success was measured In
quantity rather than quallty. 1t also absolved the
government of the responsibllity for providing the vastly
more expens|/ve and difflcult economl!c, soclal, and political
reforms. What remains |s to consider how successful the
strateglc hamlets were In achleving not only the securlty
aims, but also the alms, as expressed by Dlem, of “a

polltical and soclal revolutlen which wll]l sServe as the

foundation of our economic revolution.* 68
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CHAPTER 5

ASSESOM. AT

Much was expected of the Strateglc Hamlet Program,
and for a time, |t seemed that much was belng achieved.
What remalns ls to consider the program and lts fallure In
bringing about pacliflcation In South Vietnam.

Paciflcation, as defined in Chapter 1, was the
process by which the Government of Vietnam sought to restore
and malntaln law and order In the countryside. The
Strategic Hamlet Program sought to provide sustalned
protection for the rural populatlcen from lnsurgent threats.
It was also Intended to engender support for the government
by meeting the needs of the people. An effective
paclfication program should lnvolve all government agencies,
civil as well as military, and be properly coordlinated,
carefully planned, and adequately resourced.

Preslident Dlem and hls brother Ngo Dinh Nhu
presented the Strateglc Hamlet Program as . securlty,
economic, social, and polltical program designed to achieve
a “"total revolution' In South Vietnam. These four aspects
of the program wlll be examined to assess the perfcrmance of

the program.
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EVALUATION PROCEDURES OF THE TIME

The most obvicus problem with evaluating strateglc
hamlets In the period 1961 to 1963 was the narrow view of
what constituted a completed strateglic hamlet. In Chapter
4, the six polnts presented by the government as the
criteria for a completed strateglc hamlet were noted. Apart
from the lIncluslon of the electlon of an advisory councll,
the government‘s criteria made no mentlon of the economic,
soclial, and polltical components of the program. Yet these
three components are arguably the most {mportant aspects of
any paclflcation program. To have an |lnadequate or
non-existent means of evaluatlion did not allow effectlve
monltorling, or any means of modlifylng or Improving the
program as !t was implemented.!

In the early stages of the Strateglc Hamlet Program,
there was very llittle attention pald to evaluating the
performance of the hamlets In achleving paclification. The
program was lIntroduced wlth a great a deal of hope as a
“total revolutlon" and as a means of averting the lIncreasing
Viet Cong threat |n the countryslde. In this type of
environment, It ls hardly surprising that the early emphasis
was on getting the hamlets completed. Thls was relinforced
by the attitudes of Dliem and Nhu, who viewed success |in
terms of numbers of hamlets completed rather than ln terms
of a strateglic hamlet’s abllity to ensure effectlve

paclflcaticn,. Rotert Thompson observed in  196F, “No
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atteantion wae pald to thelr purpoget thelr creation became
the purpose In ltself."2
Staff avallable to Inspect the hamlets were 1imited
and largely lnexperlenced and untralned. They were also
subjJected to Intense political pressure from Salgon to
produce acceptable results. Fleld lnspectlon teams were
establ ished at the reglonal level, which, as has already
been dlscussed, was part of the milltary chaln of command,
rather than the clvii adninlistrative chailn. At the province
level, there were no offlclal lnspectlon teams. W!llllam A.
Nighswonger observed that the result was that “operationally
commltted indlividuals - the cadres, district chlefs, and
province chiefs - did most of the lnspection.*3
The comblned effect of a largely Ineffective

evaluatlion system, Intense polltlical pressure and
inexperienced staff was lnaccurate and Inflated figures on
the progress of the program. In an Informal Agency for
International Development paper, UsoOM officlals made
particular note of the difficultlies:

From the very lnceptlion of the Strateglc Hamlet

Program !t was apparent that many of the=ee (provincial

Vietnamese) cffl!clals did not fully wunderstand the

concept, and were 80 frightened by the pressures from

the Preslident (that !s Diem) and his brother that they

would employ any measures from forced |abour and

confiscation to false reporting, to achleve the

quantitative goals set. Although these tendenclies were

at flrst restralned, the pressures for “reporting*

steadily increased, while at the same time the

Ilnfluence of U.5. advlsSors l1essehed, as a resuit of
errors and mlsunderstandings on both sides.4
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U.S. officlals on the scene may have been aware of
this tendency, but there [Is llttle to suggest they had much
control over 1¢t. To Rlchard Holbrooke, who served as
advisor for Ba Xuyen Province {n the Strategic Hamlet
Program In 1963, the reporting system was perverted.
Hoibrooke was Inltlally unable to get accurate locatlions of
hamlets In his province. When he did, he found that a lavge
number were simply wards of the larger cltlies 1In the
province. Others were def!nitely not defended or anywhere
' completlion: "“they’d done nothing more than erect a

fence or put a few punJl stakes In a moat, which
cou'd be easily Jump:d." What surprised him was that the
leadership of the U.S. government was making policy based on
false Informat'on. Tre situatlon In hls province was far
different from that which was reported. To Holbrooke the
program was nnt at fault; the reportling was.S

The extent of false reporting on the strateglc
hamlets became clear after the coup of November 1963. Roger
Hilsman, {n To Move a Nation, stated that the statistlcs on
the strategic hamlets were completely false. Instead of the
8,600 strateglc hamlets claimed by Dlem, the new government
could only conflirm that 20% of them met the standards. In
Long An Province, for example, the Diem reglme reported 219
strategic hamlets., After the coup, the new administration
could only ldentlfy 45 hamlets which met the criterla.

Hilsman quoted a Vietnamese genera! who understood the

3ituation perfectly:
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Your Secretary of Defense loves statliatlcs., We
Vietnamegse can glve him all he wants. If you want
them to go up, they will go up. If you want them to
Qo down, they wlll go down.€

QFFICIAL PRQGRESS REPORTS
Understandably, offlclal Government of Vietnam
repocrts were extremely posltive. On 17 Aprll 1963, Diem

sald:

After only one year, the lirresistible movement of
strateglic hamlets had already aone far beyond the
origlinal tactical obJjectlves. In constant progression
thls movement has upset all the subversive maneuvers
of the enemies of the nation, and it has, In addition,
strongly shaken the foundatlons of their very
organization. At the same time that the general
securlity grows, the founcdations of the personalist
revolution take root in the country-side bringling the
certalnty of victocry for the Just cause.?’

Thompson, in a simllarly enthusiastic mood, reg.~ted
ofh the situatlon In September 1962. He told Diem that very
great progress had been made over the iast six months.8 By
March 1963, In a subsequent report, Thompson remained
generally positive In hlis assessment, noting that the
government had a flrm base from which to contlnue the
program. This report di¢ contain some quallfylng comments
on how the government should proceed. Flirst, the government
should malntain the lnitlative to prevent the Viet Cong from
Inflltrating back Into the areas they had been forced to
vacate., Second, by trylng to go too fast, and by extendlng
Into "red" areas, the government faced the grave risk of
overreachling |tself and overcommlitting the avallable forces,

116




Third, the planning of where and when strategic hamlets were
to be constructed should be taken away from the provinclal
level and be linked to an overall strategy. Fourth, and
most Importantly, the report claimed that no strategic
hamlet s ever completely flnished. Improvements should be
contlnually taklng place In all aspects of hamlet life.? In
September 1963, In his flnal offlclal report, Thompson
commented that the program had now gone too fast, "with a
consequent dispersal of effort and a scattering of hamlets
over too wlide an area.* He noted that the sltuation was
dangerous, but could be resolved by a clear declslon on
priority areas and the consolldation of the existing
hamlets, 10

During the perlod 1961 to 1963 there were two major
officlal American reports which covered the situation In
South Vietnam. Both reports were used In compliling the
assegsment provided below. Some prellminary comments are
approprlate.

Roger Hllisman had been assoclated with the Unlted
States” role In the strateglc hamlet idea from the very
beglnning, when he had written the “Strategic Concept for
Vietnam." As the Director of the State Department’s Bureau
of Intelllgence and Research, he was uniquely qualifled to
comment on the general si{tuat)on In South Vletnam and on the
progress of the Strategic Hamlet Program. In a Bureau of
Intelllgence and Research Memorandum, wnhich was a year-end

summary for 1962, he suggested that, at best, only the rate
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of deterioratlon of the sltuation In South Vietnam had been

decreased. Even wlth the strateglc hamlets, the Government
of Vlietnam had only sllghtly improved its control over the
countryside. Hllsman correctly predicted that the Viet Cong
mlight step up I1ts military response In reactlon to the
growing U.S. and Government of Vietnam counteclinsurgency
response. He was also correct In assessing that a coup
would serlously dlsrupt government Ileadershlp and reverse
the momentum of the government’s counterlnsurgency effort.l!

Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Chalrman of
the Jolnt Chlefs of Staff General Maxwell Taylor were much
more positive than Hilsman about the sltuation In Scouth
Vietnam echoing, 1{f not setting the agenda for the
Department of Defense |lne. In thelr report of 2 October
1963, they suggested that by the end of 1965, "It should be
possible to wlithdraw the bulk of U.S. personnel..."12
Commenting later, General Bruce Palmer was of the opinion
that McNamara and Taylor were misled by General Harklins’
unsubstantliated assertions of progress on the milltary
front. To Palmer, thelr report "was so unreallistic as to be
almost ludlicrous.*13

I¢ McNamara and Taylor misread the situation
concerning the wutlillty of U.S. troops, the remalinder of
thelr observatlions and conclusions must also be treated with
cautlion. McNamara and Taylor remarked very favourably on
the role of the U.S. mllitary men and civilians as well as

the effectlveness of the Amerlican role In economic and clvic
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actlon. In addltion, they pralsed the Strateglc Hamlet

Program. They found the concept sound and generally
effectlive in executlion. Thls agssessment does not compare
favourably with Thompson‘s September report. Thompson

believed that the program was overextended and that, In some
areas, the sltuation *“"was serlious, though not vet
dangerous." 14

However, the McNamara and Taylor report did lInclude
some qualifyling comments. It ie iIn these comments that the
truth about the strategic hamiets became apparent., In a
comment directly related to the speed of !mplementation of
the program, Taylor and McNamara expressed the view that the
Strateglc Hamlet Program needed to be consolldated.
especlally In the Delta. This would ensure that those
namlets already constructed could be provided adequate
resources. Action was also needed to ensure that future
strategic hamlets were not bullt wuntll they could be
protected and civic actlon programs could be lIntroduced.19
Elsewhere In the report, McNamara and Taylor observed that
the clivic actlon element of the program “necessarlily lagged
behind the physical completion of hamlets and in insecure
areas has made little progress.” They further observed that
there was evidence to Suggest that a hamlet’s readiness to
defend liself bcre a dlrect relationship to the amount of
civic actlon completed.1® This final comment is in complete

agreement with the views expressed by Thompson, who Insisted
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that the strateglc hamlets needed to provide somethlng

worthwhlle for the villagers.

Of all the reports of the time, Hllsman‘s provided
the clearest, most realistic, and accurate assessment of the
gltuatlion and lts possible outcomes. Even though Hilsman
wag lnvolved In government discusslions and dellberatlions up
to the Natlional Securlty Councl! level, hls observatlions and
comments, as well as those of other experts, such as Rufus
Phlilllps, seem to have had llttle effect on the conduct of
the war in South Vietnam, or on the rlft between the U.S.
Department of State and the U.S. Department of Defense over
the war. Arthur M Schlesinger, Jr. provided a very clear
example of the dl!fferences between the two organlzatlions.
He referred to a National Security Councll meeting on 10
September 1963 In which President Kennedy recelived brlefs
from a Marline offlcer, General Victor Krulak, . and Joseph
Mendenhall of the State Department. Both men had recently
visited Vietnam to Investigate the situation on the
President’s behalf. Or thelir return they presented the
President with vastly dlifferent views of the situation.
Mendenhal! thought that the regime was on the verge of
collapse and that South Vietnam was In a desperate state.
General Krulak’s assessment wags that the war was going well
and that the regime was lover! by the people. After
listening politely to the two reports, President Kennedy

asked, "Were you two gentlemen In the same country?"l7
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SECURITY MEASURES

Government expectatlons for securlty were dlverse.
The governments of Vlietnam and the Unlted States wecre both
concerned with the threat of a ground lnvasion from the
north so they devoted much of thelr security effort to
countering thls threat. The lasurgency sltuation also
required that the government pfovlde securlity In the form of
protectlon for the villagers so they could llve thelr 1lves
free of Viet Cong terror, extortion, and Intimlidation. In
the early stages of the lnsurgency the government had trled
to make do w!th pollice and paramilitary forces. By 1961
these forces were clearly lnadequate, and lncreasing numbers
of regular mllltary forces were required.

The 3 December 1962 Research Memorandum from the
Bureau of Intellligence and Research offered a good view of
the overall securlty sltuation In late 1962. Hilsman’s
oplnion was that the Jjudgment of many Vietnamese and U.S.
offlclals that the tlde was *“turning" 1In the sfruggle
against Viet Cong lnsurgency and subversion was premature.
To him the rate of deterloratlon had at best *“decelerated"
with Increased U.S. assistance and the !mplementation of a
broad counterinsurgency plan by the Government of Vietnam:

Effective Government of Vietnam control of the
countryside has been extended slightly. In some areas

wheres gsecurlty has lmproved peasant attltudes towards
the government appear also to have Improved.}!8
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The result was that the Viet Cong were forced to
modify thelr tactics and, to a certaln degree, set back
thelr timetable. Viet Cong strength, however, was not
substantlally weakened, nor dld they modlfy thelr alm of
flghting a war for "natlonal llberatlon.* Hilsman reported
that the Viet Cong strength had actually lincreased and that
they still controlled about 20% of the villages and 9% of
the rural populatlion. In addition the Viet Cong had varylng
degrees of Influence among an addlitlonal 47% of the
villages. As the strategic hamlets were an attempt to win
the allegiance of the people, the most telling segment of
Hllsman’s report Indicated that Viet Cong control and
communications llnes to the peasants were not seriously
weakened. The guerlllas were thus able to malntain good
Intelligence, Initlative, mobllity, and striking power.
Even though slignlficant galns for the government could
hardly be expected this early iIn the program, the report was
less than encouraging.1? ‘

The October 1963 McNamara-Taylor report gave another
view of the security sltuation after a full year and a half
of the Strategic Hamlet Program. The report was positive
but, as has already been observed, |t may not have been
reallstic. McNamara and Taylor observed progress at a
falrly steady rate, even through a perlod of political
untrest in Salgon. Progress was most clear in the northern
two thlrds of the country where the Strategl!c Hamlet Program

had "matured effectlvely" and the freedom of rural movement

122




had grown steadlly. Progress was not as marked |n the Delta
area, whlich remalned the toughest area and which the authors
concluded required top prlority. The Government of Vietnam
needed to make decislons concerning the use of resources
and, most slgnlficantly for the Strateglc Hamlet Program,
the consolldation rather than the further spread of
strateglc hamlets,20

Another view of the overall securlity sltuation was
provided by comments of the USOM representative, Rufus
Phillips at a U.S. Natlional Security Councl] meeting on 10
September 1963 (the meeting in which Kennedy asked General
Krulak and Joseph Mendenhall |f they had visited the same
country). Phllllp’s assessment, as reported by Hilsman, was
that the war was going well In I, Il, and IIl Corps areas,
but |t was not golng well In the IV Corps area, the Delta.
In this area, flfty hamlets had been overrun in the last few
weeks and the hamlets were not belng protected. Phllllps
observed that the war was political rather than military.
"It was a war for men’s minds more than a battle against the
Viet Cong, and It was belng lost."4!

One of the main government aims under the Strategic
Hamlet Program was to !solate the Viet Cong from the rural
populatlon. Table 1, based on government flgures which were
usually optimlistlc, Indicates that the government efforts

were not particularly successful.
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TABLE 1
CONTROL OF RURAL POPULATION
(Flogures show percentages of villages.)
Jul 62 Oct 62 Dec 62 Apr 63

Government {n 47 49 S1 S4
effectlve control

Government in 29 27 27 27
ascendancy

Neither in 1 6 S S
control

Viet Cong In 14 10 9 7
ascendancy

Viet Cong In 9 8 8 7

effectlve control

Adapted from the Pentagon Papers (Gravel Editlon).22

Although the flgures only cover the period to April
1963, they do not |Indicate a convincing trend towards
government control. There was Improvement, but hardly
enough to declare the Strategic Hamiet Program a success in
provliding securlty for the rural population. A Department
of State Research Memorandum, dated 22 October 1963,
Included millitary indicators for the period up to September
1963. There was actually an unfavourable shift In the
mllltary balance durlng the latter half of 1963. Vliet Cong
company-slized attacks or larger |Increased and demonstrated
Increased darling, planning, and coordination. The number of
armed Viet Cong attacks Increased while Viet Cong
casualties, weapons losses, and defections decreased. It
was estlimated that the millitary position of the Government

of Vlietnam may have been s8Set back to the position |t

124




occupled In Aprll 1963. What was unfortunate was that these
trends came at a time of increased political tension because
of the Buddhist crisis. Thomas L. Hughes the author of the
Research Memorandum, wrote:

At the same time, even without the Buddhlst lssue

and the attendlng government crislis, It Is possible

that the Diem reglime would have been unable to

malntaln the favourable trends of previous perlods

in the face of the acceleratec Viet Cong effort.23

Desplte government efforts to provide security, the
peasant in the hamlet remalned exposed to the Viet Cong.
The Viet Cong explolted the weaker hamlets by combinlng
thelr armed attacks with propaganda and Increased
subverslion. In many areas the Viet Cong simply elected to
lay lcw and concentriate on Infllitrating the hamlets from
within. In some ways thls threat to the peasants was
greater, as the Viet Cong often acted against those who were
supporting the government. The peasant also suffered from
the Increased effort against the Insurgents, and many
peasants found themselves the victimg of government military
actlvities. Michael V Forrestal of the Department of State,
In a Memorandum for the President, was unable to determine
how many of the 20,000 “Viet Cong" killed in 1962 wecre only
Innocent, or at least persuadable, villagers.24
ECONOMIC PROGRAM
Economic alms for the Strategic Hamlet Program were

at best vaque claims for development thrcugh the promction

of rural Iindustrles, cooperative I[nstitutions and the full
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development of local resources. Economlc development
appeared as very much the poor cousin among a poverty
stricken group of relatives, Centrallzed economic planning
was promulgated In the form of a Flve Year Plan (mld 1957 to
mid 1962). Dennis Duncanson assessed the plan as a ‘“plece
of publicity rather than a detailed programme."25

Pham Chung observed that the responsible government
agencles "had not agreed upon a definlte concept concerning
the strategic hamlet economlc pollcy."26 The absence of any
real pollcy 1s confirmed in the 3 December 1962 H!!sman
memorandum to the Secretary of State. In a reference to the
economic development program, Hilsman stated that the
Government of Vietnam "has not as yet put I[nto effect any
concrete measures to carry out lts program.“27 This problem
was not conflned to the early stages of the program. Pham
bhung also noted that even after the coup of November 1963,
an economic pollcy remalned to be formulated.28 The lack of
clearly defined aims presented consliderable difflicultles
when trylng to assess the effectiveness of the progranm.

In the early 1960s South Vietnam was beset with
economic problems. Diem had been attempting economic reform

since 1956, but he had inherlted an economy lrn a desperate

state. The French had negiected the deveiopment of the
economlc Iinfrastructure of Vietnam, being concerned
primarily with resource explojtation. The Geneva accords

gplit the country In two, leaving the south with an economy
based on agriculture and Jargely deflclent In skllled
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labour, raw materlals, and sources of energy, all of which
were plentlful In the north. What economlc l!nfrastructure
existed In South Vietnam had suffered heavily from years of
war .

Government efforts at land reform had been largely
unsuccessful even though Dlem had declared the program
completed In 1960. Even though land reform was declared
complete, the major problems of unclear tltles, transfer of
titles, and retentlon cights remalned unsolved.2® The NLF
presented a rlval land reform program, especlally In the
Delta area. The VC deplcted the strategic hamlets as a
technlque for depriving farmers of thelr land and the
Communists offered their own land redlstribution program.
Thelr pollcy was to glve the land back to the peasants and
thereby engage them In thelr I1legal adminlistrative
structure .30

1{ thls was not enough, the new country of South
Vietnam had faced the substantlal problem of assimilating
over 800,000 refugees from the north and a population growth
rate approaching 3% per vyear. Even with huge amounts of
forelgn ajd |t would have been a herculean task to brilng
about any substantlial Improvement, let alone any
restructurling of the basic economlc situation In the south.

To add to these woes, the country was confronted wlith
a wersening securlity sltuation which demanded huge amounts
of money and the talents of ltgs ablest adminlstrators. The

Increased levels of insecurity In the countryside resulted
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In large numbere of the rural population moving to the urban
areas, whlch contrlbuted to an already chronic level of
unemp loyment . The worsening security sltuation also
frightened off domestlic and forelgn lnvestors who were no
longer prepared to commit capltal. The securlity situation
clearly demonstrated the interdependent nature of the stated
alms for the strategic hamlets. If security could not be
assured In the countryside, there was little hope for
economic development. Investors were not prepared to commit
caplital In the face of the Communist threat, and the people
were unwillling to work in the agricultural projects and
Industrles that might be developed.

In his State of the Nation message to the National
Assembly on 1| October 1962, Dlem made a number of comments
which glve some Indicatlion on how the economlc program was
proceeding. He recognlzed that agriculture was the economic
base of South Vietnam and that |t had to be glven prlority
in development. He saw that there was a need to ralise the
1lving standards of the rural population.®! This need was
brought about by a rlise In the cost of living and a trend of
a decline in Income among the Jowest Income groups. Hilsman
was encouraged by Dlem’s recognition of the problem, but he
observed that unless correct economic measures were taken,
Diem’s other economic initiatives "will merely wlden the

Income gap which already exists and further allenate the

peasants from the Government of Vietnam."32




One vyear later, on 23 October 1963, the
McNamara-Taylor report provided a further view of thé
economic situat!on. The economic section of thelr report
dealt primarlly with business and commerclial Indlcators and
the overall state of the economy, which they viewed as
satlsfactory.33 However, there are elements of the report
that glve some Indicatlion of the economlic sltuatlon for the
peasants. The projected budget deflcit was to be about 6.5
billion plastres {about $9! million), whlch would mean an
ilncrease in the money supply and consequent iInflatlonary
pressure. The report indlcated that severe resiralnts were
required |f Inflatlon was to be kept under control. The
significance of Inflation and balance of payments
difflcultles lies In the fact that at the same time there
were conslicerable politlcal difficultles. As a result.
Investor confldence levels were lcw and investment decislons
vere belng delayed as lnvestors were concerned about further
Inflatlonary pressures. In thlis type of economic climate
there was little or no room for !mprovement for the peasant.

In the South Vietnamese cural sector there was a
limlted capaclty for sustainable economic growth. The rural
sector comprised 80% of the population and was largeiy a
subgsi;stence eccnomy wlth barter actlvity belng prevalent.
Attempts were made to provide funds and tralnlng for the
peasants to assist them |n agricultural ana light lndustrial
efforts. These efforts were I[nadequate and often poorly
administered. Many of the programs were subject to
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corruption, Qften, responsible administrators never set

foot In the villages, funds allocated for small community
development programs were slmply pocketed by local
officlals, and there were Insufflcient tralning cadres who,
In many cases, gave orders and directives to the peasants
rather than acting as advisors.34

Pham Chung also covered additlonal adverse effects of
the strategic hamlets. Large numbers of peasants had to be
relocated to the new hamlets. More than 80,000 peasants
were required to move In Long An, a Delta province, where
the hcmes were widely scattered. In the highlands more than
150,000 people were regrouped |nto develcpment centres.
Apart from the social effect, the movement had a slgniflcant
economic Impact. As the peasants moved, most of the homes
were abandoned or destroyed. The government allocated only
2,000 plastres (about $28) in compensation. For the average
peasant thlis meant a loss of 18,000 plasters on the value of
his home, I[If he was able to get the full amount of
compensation.35 Other adverse effects were the loss of
small garden plots which provided food for personal
consumptlion, the need to change farming methods because of a
change In locatlion and the dlfflculty or inablllity to travel
to thelr land to farm. Many peasants were forced to take
work as labourers. Thus, for many peasants, the immedlate
effect of the sStrategic hamlets was a reductlion In thelr

standard of 1lving, rather than an improvement.
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In summary, the economic clalms for the Strategic
Hamlet Program (the promotlon of rural Industries,
cooperatlive instlitutions, and the full development of local
resources) were not met. Life for the majority of peasants
remalned the same, while for others, condlitions actually
worsened.

SOCIAL REFORM

The strateglic hamlets envisaged a new scale of soclal
values, founded on civic values and dedication to the common
good. Thls was a radlical departure from Vietnamese values
and customs, whlich for many centurles had been very
tradlitlonal and conservatlive and based on botn the famlly
and the village. During the French colonlal period there
had been some changes, but changes iIn the village and hamlet
were minimal.

Under the new soclal arrangements the old values of
wealth, Influence, age, or formal educatlon were no longer
important. What Dbecame Important was an Indlvidual’s
contrlibution to the struggle agalnst Communism and
uncerdevelopment, and his participation In the natlonal
reconstruction effort. According to the new concept there
would be three clagss divisions, each of which would receijve
privileges corresponding to the part played In natlonal
sa.,vatlion. Class I, those In arms agalnst Communism, would
recelve priorlty of government benefits, Second prilority
was to be glven to Class Il, the elected representatives and
adaminigstrative and polltical cadres, Class 1III, the
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peasantry and workers, would recelve the least.26 Changes
of thlg nature are difflcult In any soclety, let alone in a
traditlional village soclety which had Inherited the
Confuclan attlitudes of Chlna. The task was made doubly
difflcult as there was no leadership by example. Dlem, his
famlily and hls assoclates certalnly did not see themselves
as members of Class 1I. By nature a mandarin, Diem was
Incapable of allowing any meaningful devolutlon of politlical
power or prlvliliege. Prlvilege and power remalned flrmly
wedded to the Presldent and those who supported hlm. The
proposed rewards for Class ] should be seen as a cynlcal and
barely transparent attempt to ensure recrults for the armed
forces.

Much of the leglislation of the time was devoted to
gsoclal reforms. Reform was unpcpular with the majorlty of
the population as it terded to bear the ldeologlcal and
rellglous stamp of the Preslident and hils faml!ly. Examples
included the Marriage Law and the Morallty Law, both of
which Madame Nhu, the President’s slster-in-law, was very
much responsible for. The Marrlage Law abollshed polygamy,
concublinage, and dlvorce. The Morality Law dealt wlith
fortune-telling and gaming, dancing in publlc houses, and
contraceptlion. About the only success of these laws was In
making the President and hls family look silly.37

It Is Intrlgulng to note that none of the official
U.S. reports of the time carry any mention of the soclal

revolution proposed by Dlem. Was the soclal revolutlon,
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which was couched In the personallst philosophy, too hard to
understand? Or was the whole Issue Just wrlitten off as
being of no consequence? Amerlcan reports referred to
tangible projects which could be construed as social
activitles. However, there was no effort to deal wlth the
real intent of the program, which was, In realilty, a
grotesque and self-serving experiment In soclial engineering.

The promises of soclal reform were Just that,
promises. In most hamlets the reslidents remalned unable to
elect thelr own officlals and representatives. Due to the
securlity slituation the officlals were appointed by the
regime [in Salgon ostensibly to ensure that the Viet Cong
could not galn control. The villagers were still explolted
by the landlords. As for Class I, those who bore arms In
the flght against the Communlsts, It was pure fantasy to say
that they recelived the‘most from soclety. The poor pay,
lack of support, and inadequate equipment provided to the
milltla was eloquent testimony to this dlscrepancy.

Attempts at soclal reform In the strategic hamlets
tended to be more mechanical than anything else. Reports cof
the time concentrate on the number of schools, wells, market
places, and meeting halls bullt. These and other similar
proJects were taken as the measure of soclal reform, They
were certalnly useful! In bullding civic pride, and as Robert
Thompson had recommended, they gave the peasant a reason to
fleght. But in terms of bringlng the peasant closer to the

government or brlnglng about a new soclal consciousnegs,
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they were of llmited utlllty, Materlal and flnance for
goclal projects that were In theory Selected by the peasants
were provided through self-heip programs. As with all
government prolJects, administration of the self help
projects was beset with delays and multlple layers of
bureaucracy. Corruptl as rife and, at tlimes, government
officlals rigged the projects to feature thelr own programs.
Nighswonger detalled an Instance {n Quang Nam Province In
which the Information cadre rigged appllcations for the
construction of meeting halls. These had been "requesteqg"
In 40 of the Inltlal 60 appllications for help. "Most of the
structures were never bullt because the people did not
really want the halls."38

Desplite the grand promises and rhetoric, llittle
changed over the perlod. Certalnly new facllitles were
provided and somerpeasants enjoyed new amenlities which gave
some Indlcatlon that the government was concerned and
responsive to thelir needs. The question remains as to the
gincerlty of the government attempts at soclial reform. Many
of the soclal projJects were only Introduced at the
lnglstence of USOM offlclals and were certalnly only
Implemented through the use of U.S. finance and expertise.
Dlem was under consliderable U.S. pressure to Implement
soclal and political reforms; so the reforms Introduced
under the Strateglic Hamlet Program were, at best, a limited

concession to U.S. pressure.
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The new soclal revolutlon was in reality a means by
which the Government of Vietnam could delay much-needed
administrative and agrarlan reform.3? The unintended result
was that rather than the guerllla war delaying the much
needed reforms, the delay In the reforms fed the guerlila

war.

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION
President Diem stated that he expected the strategic
hamlets would bring about democracy In the rural areas.
Serious questions must be asked about hls sincerlty 1in
expressing thigs aim.
The constitution of South Vietnam, promulgated In

1956, guaranteed all the baslic rlghts and protectiong to
citlzens, with a proviso to each sectlon of the constlitutlion
allowing suspension in Indlvidual cases at the discretlon of
the Executive, Provisos and exceptions were very much the
case wlth thé formal government apparatus. The Preglident
had full Executlve powers, but without the checks and
balances as in the U.S. system. The ‘'"constitution
established a dictatorship in law."40 The sjituation was
dramatically outllned by comments from a letter written to
Diem by 18 prominent citizens on 26 April 1960:

In spite of the fact that the bastard regime created

and protected by colonlialism has been overthrown and

that many of the feudal organl!zatlons of factions and

parties which oppress the population were destroyed,

the people do not know & better llfe or more freedom

under the republican regime which you have created. A

constlitution has been egstablished in form only: a

Natlonal Assembly ex|sts whose dellpberations always
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fall Into line wlith the government: antldemocratic
elections-all those are methods and "comed!es"
copled from the dlictatorial Communist regimes...4l

Dlem Justlfled tlght pollitlcal controls on the basls
of the securlty sltuation. In 1956 he had used the security
argument to suspend elections for village officlals In
favour of the delegation of appointment powers to district
chiefs and to Introduce tlght controls over the 1960
elections for the Natlonal Assembly. Part of the tight
control over the country can alsc be explalned by the
character of Diem. As has been seen, Dlem was an autocratic
ruler who had little iIn common with the vast majority of the
South Vlietnamese population. Denls Warner accurately
described Diem as the *“Last Confuclan," and In the way of a
mandarin, the more he was pressed to |lberallze and broaden
the government, the more he resisted. To hlm, the villages
were not ready to run thelr own affalrs, especlally in the
southern areas.42 Diem felt that the Communists would only
take advantage of any democratlc llbertles, From the very
beginning, he suppressed opposition to his government to the
extent that no opposition was allowed. In the end, Dby
denyling popular particlpation In government, there were only
two alternatives to his rule: the Viet Cong or a coup.

Shaken by the coup attempt of 1960, Diem became even
more autocratic In hls outlook. By December 1962, he was
becoming Increasingly impatient with the democratic process.

Tce Dlem, democracy was a useful goal, btut 1ts methods were
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wasteful and dangerous Iin South Vietnam. The South
Vlietnamese people would be better off to submlt to a
collective discipllne wuntil they developed a greater
natlonal consclousness and a better sense of civic
responsiblility.43 The September 1963, McNamara-Taylor
report commented that Dlem and Nhu undoubtedly thought they
were carrylng out a soclal and political revolutlion for the
good of their country. The report also noted that the
poslitive and educat!ional sides of thelr actions, which were
almed at the countryside, were lncreasingly matched by
negative and repressive measures of control against the
urban populatlion.44 This comment brings to light the ircny
of Dlem’s eventual fall from power. The fall was the result
of a revolt by the ellte urban segment of socliety rather
than the rural masses. . Even though the peasants and the
hamlets had been identified as the real battleground in the
struggle for leglitlimacy, thelr alleglance meant llittle.
Events were stlil]l dictated by mlnority groups 1in the
soclety.

As has been seen, Dilem was 1ll-iInclined towards
allowlng any distribution of political power. This was
partly because of his autocratlic nature and his concern over
the growlng l[nsurgency threat. There was another factor.
As with many other developlng countries of the time, which
were looking for ways to Introduce democratic Institutlions,
South Vietnam faced a dllemma. It was confronted with two

opposing trends: |iberallzatlion and centralization.
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“Liberalization', while satlisfying the peoples thirst for

freedom, was belleved to be unable to offer a solutlon to
the eccromic development problem. Many theorists belleved
that economic development could only be achlieved through
"centrallzatlon® of power and the —concentration of
resources.49 Quite realistically, the Government of Vietnam
recognized these problems and sought a means of harmonlizing
the opposing trends. The strateglc hamlets were seen as a
means of reconcllling these two trends whlle achleving
democracy and deveijopment.

No real progress was made towards elther. Although
elections were held 1In many hamlets, they were not
universal. Powers delegated to provincial offlclals and
thogse at lower levels were generally adminlstrative
functions only and dld not Involve any real decisjon maklng
or policy formulation. The executlve branch retalned lIts
stranglehold on government, allowing only surface reforms at
the top layer of the adminlistratlive structure of the
government. Although the government spoke of grassroot
reforms and efforts to establlsh contact wlth the peasants,
little was done to bring this reform about. In the villages
and hamlets, the peasants remalned at the mercy of the
village offliclals. In most villages and hamlets the
officlals were simply hand-picked by higher authorlity from
among those known to be loyal to the President and his

family. Accordling to Pham Chung:
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Not elected dlirectly by local residents, these
officlals had 1lttle sense of responslblliity to
them and tended to use thelr Influence and power
for illegitimate reasons.?

Despite aili the grand rhetorlic, no real progress was
achleved In the political fleld, so llfe remalined the same
for the rural peasant., Whlle there were a large number of
political organizations, such as the Natlonal Revolutlonary
Movement, thelr primary purpose was to ensure control over
the peasants rather than to allow the peasant a say |In
running his life.

COORDINATING THE TOTAL REVOLUTION

As nearly all observers and commentators assessed,
many of the dlfflcultles with the Strategic Hamlet Program
stemmed from the lack of an overall strateglc plan and
proper coordination between the military and civillan
.actlvitles.

As early as December 1962, Roger Hllsman had reported
on this aspect of the program. To him, the Government of
Vietnam would not be able to consolldate I1ts milltary
successes [nto permanent political galns without giving more
emphasis to the non-military aspects of the
counterlnsurgency campalgn.4? The sane theme is repeated in
the February 1963 memorandum for President Kennedy by
Michael Forrestal. To Forrestal, the lack of an overall
plan meant difficulties In <coordinating mllitary andg
clvlilian actlvities. He compared the proportlon of "clear
and hold" to "hlt and wlthdraw" operatjions. Forrestal

139




reported that a number of Amerlcan mlllitary advisors felt
that there were not enough clear and hold operatlions. Hit
and wlthdraw operatlons werec necessary, but they should be
subordinated to the systematic expanslion of secure areas.48

These reports and others clearly outlined the most
significant problem of the Strategic Hamlet Program. The
four components, s8gecurity, economlic, social, and political
were lnextricably tled to each other, and proper
coordination was requlired |f the program was to work. There
was little polnt In a milltary operation to clear an area |f
the Viet Cong were able to reoccupy the area as soon as the
government forces left. Similarly, there was llittle point
In strategic hamlet construction teams moving lnto an area
which was lnsecure. Timing was Important [f the whole
program was to succeed. Milltary operatlons were needed to
clear an area, and then the mliiltary had to remain long
enough for the hamlet to be developed to a polnt where 1|t
could defend litself. Just as Important as this military
capablllty was the requirement for concurrent political and
soclial development. The villager and hamlet resident needed
somethlng to flght for.

YIET CONG RESPONSE

A July 1962 CIA report to the Secretary of Defense
provided a partial assessment of the Viet Cong response to
the strateglic hamlets. Up to this date there had only been
a few Scattered Viet Cong attacks on strateglic hamlets.
That the program was "botherlng" the Viet Cong was evlidencea
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by virulent propaganda attacks by Radlo Hanol and NLF

outlets. Laptured documents and agent reports indlicated
that the problem of how to deal wlth the strateglc hamlets
was one of the main Vlet Cong preoccupations.4?

Douglas Plke, In Vlet Cong, gave a further assessment
of the difficulties that the Strategic Hamlet Program caused
the Viet Cong. He characterlized the program as a major
crlisls for the NLF. It was a crisls because |t forced the
NLF leaders to fiee the villages, and |t offered 2lternative
soclal and polltlcal organizations for the villagers. As
the Government of Vietnam had predicted, It ellmlnated the
village as a base for guerllla support, and it made the task
of re-establlishing NLF (nfluence In the village extremely
difflcult. [t was not wuntl! mid-1963, when northern
Influence became more dominant tn the NLF, that the Viet
Cong became actlve against the strateglc hamlets and began
to experlience success |In regaining and extending their
control In the country-side.50

The communist writer, Wilfred Burchett, also attested
to the dlfficultles caused to the Viet Cong by the strategic
hamlets. Burchett conflrmed Plke’s assessment that NLF
organizers found It difficult to penetrate the hamlets.
Burchett alsc presented the other side of the sltuation.
The strateglc hamlets gave the Viet Cong many opportunities
which they could exploit. The strategic hamlets were rich

go!l In which to sow resistance seeds because of the "total
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hatred of the |[nmates towards the Dlemist regime and 1ts

U.S. backers."S1

The Viet Cong response to the Strategic Hamlet
Program appeared strangely mixed. The hamlets were desligned
as a dlrect challenge to the Viet Cong prlmary strateqy of
winning the support of the people, and they were proving to
be relatively successful, Thls meant that the Viet Ccng
found their task of Inflltrating and Influencing the
peasants appreclably more difflcult. At the same tlime the
resentment caused by the hamlets provided the V]iet Cong with
powerful propaganda material to be used against the
Government of Vietnam. On balance, the Immediate Viet Cong
reaction to the program, which seemed to be a promlsing and
very threatening government Inltlatlive, appears to have been
very slow to come about and lacklng In aggression. Direct
millitary attacks against the strateglc hamlets were 1imlited.
Robert Thompson described the Viet Cong reaction In the
flrst yéar as belng “negllglible.” Attacks lncreased from
July 1963 onwards, particularliy against those that were
being hastlly created under the accelerated construction
program.52

Certalnly, reconcliling the two opposing effects of
Isolation from the villagers and the resentment created by
the program cannot have been easy. The Viet Cong were
capablie of mounting a strong attack against the program, but
It seems that they decided to let the Government of Vietnam

do thelr work for them. The author, Truong Nhu Tang
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provided a clue to the dlirectlon the Viet Cong and the NLF
took. In a reference to "Albert" (Pham Ngoc Thao), he
dlsclosed that "Albert" was both Nhu’s principal alde In
Implementing the Strategic Hamlet Program and a Viet Cong
agent. Nhu was anxious to see raplid progress with the
hamlets, and "Albert" was more than happy to ensure that
construction moved fast. Truong Nhu Tang Is of the oplinlion
that "Albert’s" real goal was to sSow confuslon. The
Implementation of the Strategic Hamiet Program certalnly did
thle and in addition caused a 1ot of resentment and
hostllivy In the countryside:

It Is certalnly a fact that under hls (Nhu’s)

supervislion the stratejic hamlets created even more

hostility among the peasants than had the Agrovilles

befcre them.

North Vietrnamese and NLF propaganda concentrated on
the lnJjustlces and résentment caused by the program. This
demonstrates a careful and clever exploltation of the
resentment and hcestlillty generated I1n the villages and
hamlets. Strateglic hamlets were a constant theme of North
Vietnamese propaganda and the volume of broadcasts and
comments suggests that the communists were concerned that
the program might become a significant factor In the
Insurgency. North Vietnamese and NLF propaganda emphaslzed
those factors of the Strategic Hamlet Program whlch were
offensive to the peasants in the south. The propaganda

stressed suggestions that the strategic hamlets were
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disaulsed concentration camps, that government forces |n the

aouth were using chemlcal warfare, and that forelgners were
uriduly lnvolved In the war.54

. e d

By its tlitle, the theslis assumes fallure. Certainly
the Strategic Hamlet Program falled to survive the
tumul tuous events of late 1963 as an organized and
comprehensive effort at paclflcatlon. Government efforts to
Isolate and protect the rural population were ineffectlive
and the government was unable to win the support of the
peasants.

When trying to assess |f there were any successful
aspects of the Strateglic Hamlet Program, It |s necessary to
draw a distinction between the program and lts [ndividual
components. Although It was given a new name, the Strategic
Hamlet Program ceased to exlst as a program, yet many of the
Individual components of the program were in part successful
and were to be contlinued. There was by no means unlversal
fallure. with the general exception of the polltical
element of the strateglc hamlets, there was measureable and
credible success. In many cases, llfe for the peasants
improved with the construction of wells, meeting halls and
schools, and wlith the avallablilty of fertillzer, rat
polson, and seeds. Many villages were more gecure,
particularly in early 1962, and the vlllagers were able to

live thelr llves free of Viet Cong terror and intimidat’ on.
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What |s clear s that the success was lnconsistent,
Inadequate, and unsustalnable. The security of the
population was the prerequisite for the subsequent success
of the strategic hamlets. The Government of Vieinam was
nelther able to ensure thlis security nor was |t able to
achleve anywhere near enough of an Improvement In the
peasants’ condltions to wlin thelr support. As the end of
1963 approached and Viet Cong attacks agalinst the hamlets
Increased, even the moderate successes of 1962 became
impossible to sustain.

THE HAMLETS FALL APART

Any optimism assoclated wlth the progress of the
strategic hamlets qulckly dissipated with the events of the
last half of 1963. The Viet Cong lncreased thelr attacks
and were rapidly overrunning many hamlets, especlally those
which had been pushed ahead in late 1962. At the same time,
there was a growing political clash between the Buddhlsts
and the Salgon regime. This clash, while signlificant in
ltself, had two other effects, First, It provided a
dligtraction from paclfication and other contemporary |ssues,
Second, and more Importantly, It led to an Iincreasingly
acrimonlous clash between the U.S. administration and the
Salgon regime. Since the Staley vislit of 1961, the U.S. had
been pushlng for real reform !n South Vietnam and tylng
reform to lncreased levels of financlal aid. After the
visit of Defense Secretary McNamara and General Maxwell
Taylor, the demands for reform became more strident. Diem’s
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unwllllingnegs to allow- reform caused the U.S to both
threaten to reduce or wlthdraw ald and to actually take
3teps to Increasingly distance ltself from Dlem.

Frederick Noltling, U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam
from 1961 to 1963, drew the concluslion that the inabllity of
the U.S. admlnistratlon to accept Dlem’s style of government
resulted in the coup of 1 November 1963. Diem falled to
match the sStandards of democratic government set by the
Unlted States and In splte of earller pledges to refraln
from Interfering In the Internal politics of South Vietnam,
U.S. offliclals "encouraged dissident generals to revolt."SS
Accorcing to Stanley Karnow, President Kennedy gave the new
Ambassador, Henry Cabot Lodge, the complete discretion to
suspend U.S. ald to Vietnam. In a situation where the Diem
regime was almost entirely dependent on U.S. flinancial
support, thls gave Lodge the mandate to manage U.S. policy
In Vietnam. "and the policy as Lodge defined it, was to
topple the Diem reglme."56

With the death of Dlem and his brother Nhu, the
Strateglc Hamlet Program qulckly fell apart. Two reasons
stand out., First, after the coup the entlre structure of
Dlem’s reglme was rejected, and the strategic hamlets were a
victim of this rejectlon.57 Second, without Nhu, who for
all his faults was certainly an enthuslastic and unifying
flgurehead for the strateglc hamlets, there was no

leadership to keep the program golng.
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After the coup of 1 November 1963, the milltary Jjunta
of General Duong Van Minh abandoned many aspects of the
Strateglc Hamlet Program and quickly changed the name to New
Life Hamlets.S8 It Is important to note that only the
program and 1lts associations with Dlem and his pollitical
ldeas were abandoned. A great many of the ldeas assocliated
with the strateglc hamlets were retained. Plke conflrmed
this by writing that the New Life Hamlets (which he called
villages) were a continuation of the original program after
Diem, but with a new name.5® To General Minh, the previous
regime had two objectives In creating the strategic hamlets.
The flirst oblJectlve was to spread the doctrine of communal
perscnal lsm. The second was to gilve a front to a war
wlthout a front. General Minh rejected the first objectlve,
but spoke of retalning the second and of !mproving mattersqs.
To accentuate the link between the strategic hamléts and the
new life villages, General Minh noted that he was impressed
with the experliences of Malaya‘s fortifled villages.60

The need for paciflcation and development remalined,
and In reallty the government’s approach to the problem
changed very little. Unfortunately, In the Interim perlod
between the fall of Diem and the activation of the New Life
Hamlets, the lmpetus was logt. The successor regime had no
tlrm policy and were too slow to make the necessary
decislons to ensure the contlnuation of the Strateglc Hamlet
Program. The Viet Cong were qulck to capltallize on this

uncertainty, and as a result, the fledgling New Life Hamlets
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were themseives doomed to fallure. The New Life Hamlets
lasted from 1964 untli 1966, when they were replaced by the
Revolutlionary Development Program. The continuatlon of the
baslic concept of paclflicatlon was a recognition of the
importance of the concept as well as the need to protect the

peasants and to try and win thelr support.
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CHAPTER 6

WHY THE STRATEGIC HAMLET PROGRAM FAILED

The assasslinatlon of Preslident Dlem and his bprother
Ngo Dinh Nhu did not bring about the sudden end of the
Strateglc Hamlet Program. The end of the program had been
coming for some tlme. By mld 1963, attacks had been
lncreasing agalnst the hamlets, especlially In the populous
Mekong Delta area, and many previously secure hamlets had
been lost to the Viet Cong. Now with the death of the
President and his brother, and the haste of the new reglme
to dlsassoclate ltself from anything to do with Diem’s
regime, the Strateglic Hamlet Program simply fell apart.

This study of the Strategic Hamlet Program whlle
ldentlfylng some 1imited success, has catalogued the overall
fallure of the program toc bring about paclficatlon In South
Vietnam over the period 1961 to 1963.

REASONS FOR FAILURE
Inadeguate Planning and Coordination. The strateglc

hamlets were Inadequately planned and poorly coordinated.
This was due to the desire to complete the program quickly
and to the absence of a sufficlent number of adminlistrators
with the knowledge and experlence to implement a program of
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thl9 magnitude, Other reasona for poor planning were the

apbsence of an overall strategy and the bureaucratic
structure that was establlished to Implement the hamlets.

To Robert Thompson, the Vietnamese did not understand
the need to ensure that all the components of the Strateglc
Hamlet Program came together In a coordinated manner. They
“seemed wunable to wunderstand" that nothing would be
accompllished "unless the other necessary measures were taken
to achleve the three objectlves; of protectlon, of unitling
and lInvolving the people, and of development with the
ultimate alm of Isolating the guerllla unlts from the
population.*! Thompson also clted examples of the
construction of hamlets which Indlcated a lack of
coordlnation. In these Instances the hamlets and their
defences were constructed, but “no men from the hamlet have
been trained or armed to defend 1t."2 Accordling to
Thompson, defences and tralnlng as well as an alarm and
commnunications system needed to be provided simultaneousliy.
In other examples, militla volunteers recelved tralning but
the weapons they had been promised "came late or were too
“ew or never arrlved at all."3

Inadeauate Resources. At the start of the Strategic
Hamlet Program, South Vietnam lacked the neceseary financial
and materlal resources to |Implement and sSupport the
strategic hamlets. Financial assistance was eventually
provided by many =uantrles, such as West Germany and
Australla, but the w_Jorlty of asslstance was provided ty
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the United States through the Unlted States Operatlions
Mlission In Salgon.4 However, these funds were not avallable
during the lnitlal stages of the program. Slgnlflicant
levels of support did not become avallable untll Amerlcan
Mllltary Assistance Program and Agency for Internatlional
Development Funds were provided !n September 1962.5 This
was over a vyear after the South Vlietnamese began
constructing the flrst hamlets In July 1961.6  William
Nlghswonger termed the Intervenlng period, durlng which
strateglc hamlets were planned and executed wlithout U.S.
assistance, as the "self-sufflclency" perlod. wWhat Is
slgniflcant 1s that by October 1962, Diem claimed that over
7 mllllon people were hcused ln strateglc hamlets, completed
or under constructlion.’ Most of these hamlets were bullt
. without slgniflcant external flnanclal assistance and, as a
result, suffered from a lack of the necessary resources to
ensure proper construction and maintenance.

Even after external assistance became avallable,
overal!l resources levels remalned lnadequate. Inadequacles
were further accentuated at the dlstrict and provinclal
level by distribution dlifflculties and lnequities In the
allocation of resources, These dlfficulties clearly
Indicated the problems of plannlng the program at the

natlional level and ensuring that the Indlvidual provinclal

programs were adequately resourced.




Uprealistjc Timetahle. Aa If the problems of
Inadequate resources and poor planning and coordinatlon were
not enough, the Implementatlon of the strateglc¢ hamlets was
fucther compllcated by the pace of constructlon demanded
from Salgon. Faced with an Increasing threat from the Vliet
Cong, Dlem’s government made a dellberate decision to
complete the Strateglc Hamlet Program at an accelerated
pace. The decision meant that customs and traditlons that
had evolved over centurles to regulate the way of l1lfe In
the countryside were to be modifled in Just two yvears. In
view of the |mmenslty of the task, the lack of available
resources and the scarcity of tralned competent personnel,
this declsion was totally unrealistic. Undaunted, the
government went Into mass production, concerned primac'ly
wlth qdantlty. rathec than locatlon or quallty. The rate of
constructlon, however, was ltself viewed as a measure of
success, and thls resulted In lncreasingly insistent demands
for more and more'hamlets, which were less and less secure.

In thils environment, lnexperienced offlclals, who
often owed thelr position and livellhood to their loyalty to
the reglme In Salgon, reacted to support the guvernment
demands and threw together 3o called strategic hamlets.
The hamlets were lnadequately resourced and as a result the
Inhabltants were not properly suppllied with food, shelter,
and protecticn. Resources to !mplement the more expenslve
economic reforms were even less avallable as the scheme
progressed lnto 1962.
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As wlith the Agrovilles, many peasants were unhappy
wi*r the forced changes. From this stemmed the Dbltter
r~=en .eu" and frustratlon of the peasants, and the Vliet
Crug :am3ign to refer to the hamlets as “concentration
camps,' AL ,ng the most unhappy peasants were the 180,000
montagnards who were mouved out of the highland regions into
settlement centres In 1962. A great number of these people
ceturned to their mountain homes dlsenchanted and blitter.
They had simply not recelved the food, tools, houslng and
cther items that the government had promlsed them.8

S2itlog and Constructlon. The strateglc hamlets were
widely distt . outed throughout South Vietnam and their
construction was not llnkea to an overall nat.r1al strategy.
This meant that hamlets were not established In an area and
then expanded out as government control was consolldated.
This approach went directly against the advice of Thompson
who had advised all aiong that the government needed to
follow something 1lke the "oll spot" approach which had been
so successful In Malaya. Instead of this or some other
dellberate strategy, many of the hamlets were simply placed
where there was some local Iinterest, or where local
officlals thought appropriate. In hls March 1963 report to
Diem, Thompson remarked that It was now time to take
planning responslblllities away from the provinclal level and
establ!ish It at the Tactical Zone or Corps level. In this
way, the pianned advance of sStrategic hamlets could be

llnked to an overall strategy.9 wWhile perhaps providing a
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partlal eolution, Thompaon’s suggestion stlil dld not demand
the establishment of a central natlonwlde strategy.

Even at the provinclal level, the hamlets were not
llnked to an overall district or province securlty plan,
whlich meant that they were often |solated and easy targets
for Viet Cong attacks. Instead of being sited for tactlical
reasons, fences and dltches "followed administratlve
boundaries and the accldents of fleld ownershlp.l0 Large
gaps were left petween hamlets, effectlvely lsolating them
and allowling the Viet Cong to attack Isolated Iindlvidual
hamlets rather than a coordinated defenslve system.

lnadeauate Evaluation. The absence of adegquate
criteria by which to Jjudge lf a strategic hamlet was
completed and effectl!ve made It almost Impossible to obtaln
an accurate plcture of the progress of the scheme. This
problem was accentuated by lInaccurate and at ‘ftimes
completely falsifled Informatlon from the fleld. Early
reports of completion, «tten grossly exaggerated, encouraged
the government to proceed with the program. As a result,
instead of belng used to complete the Inltlal hamlets,
avallable resources were further dlspersed among the new
hamlets beling constructed because of the "success" of the
program. The government was left wlthout a clear plcture of
the progre.s o/ the scheme and lt’s effect on the overall
pacification cainpalgn. This meant that the orlginal plans

were pursued almost unchanged with no modlfication In light
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of observed success or fallure. A1l reporte Indlcated
success, so the program was pressed ahead.

Local Offlclalg. Officlals at all levels were poorly
tralned and often dld not understand the phllosophy behind

the Strateglc Hamlet Program. Thls was partlcularly evident
at the local level, where many offliclals were simply
political appolntees with no administrative or management
skllls. In most cases they owed thelr Jobs to thelr
personal and political connections, and retalned thelr
positions not 30 much by performance, but by supporting the
government and providing "correct answers."

While there were some concerned and competent
offlclaleg, such as the province chlef responsible for
"Operatlon Sea Swallow,'" most were overwhelmed by the
magnltude of the task and were more Interested In what
opportunlitles the program offered them, rather than how they
could help the peasants. As these offlclals, many of whom
were milltary offlcers, went about the task of constructing
the strategic hamlets, they were inclined to concentrate on
the securlty agpects of the program. To them, as for many
higher level .offlclals, success meant the regroupment of
large numbers of peasants behind bamboo and barbed wire
fences. They had very little ldea about the real Intentions
benhind the plans for economlc advancenient and goclal and
poiltlical development.

While the government had planned to compensate the
peasants, the amount allocated was l|nadequate, and due to
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endemlc corruptlon among officlals at all levefs. payment
wag often not at the set levels or not received at all.
Corruptlion became a slgniflicant problem and the source of
much peasant frustration and discontent. Not even the
extenslve U.S. effcrt to control and monitor the flow of
funds and resources down to very low levels was able to
provide an effectlve counter to the problem of corruptlon.

Peasant Reaction. Peasants were forced to make heavy
contributions to the constructlon of the strateglc hamlets.
For many this was an Inconvenlence; for those who were
forclbly removed from thelr land with the consequent loss of
thelr homes and In many cases thelr flelds and vegetable
plots It was a heavy burden. Peasants also lost time and
valuable resources by having to contribute to communal
projJecta, often |n villages other than thelr own. They
seldom recelved compensation for this, and |t became a cause
of conslderable discontent. In some Instances peasants were
forced to make cash payments to support the hamlets.l!! To
subslistence farmers !n a largely barter economy thlis payment
was extremely difficult.

Peasants generally reacted poorly to the Strateglc
Hamlet Program. Many peasants were forced to move to new
and Incomplete hamlets with little psychologlical
preparation or explanation as to the purpose of the program.
When they arrived at the new hamlets most galned very
llttle, many lost a great deal. As with the Agrovilles,

many lost thelir land and llvel lhood. They also resented
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being moved from thelr ancestral land to which they had a

deep emotlonal attachment. The loss that they seemed to
resented the most, was the loss of freedom. As a result of
government efforts to control movement, peasants were
required to surrender thelr ldentlty cards when they left
the hamlet to work In the fleld. The card was returned when
they came back from the flelds. As ldentlty cards were
required for movement outslde of the hamlet and village
area, thls requirement effectively meant that the peasant
could only travel from thelr home to the flelds.

Certalinly, In some areas the strategic hamlets
brought a sense of pride and ldentity which meant that the
peasants fought vallantly for thelr hamlet. It also meant
that the peasants supported the government providing It with
Information and assistance In the flght against the Viet
Cong. In other areas where the peasants were less linclined
towards the government, many hamlets were overwhelmed by
Viet Cong attacks. In the areas where alleglance to the
government was least, the reslidents elther ocut of sympathy
for the Communists or apathy for the government simply
handed the village, along with its offlclalas, over to the
Viet Cong.!2

To the poor unwitting peasant things contlinued much
as they had under the prior efforts at paclficatlion.
Although the strateglic hamlets were pursued more vigorously
and on a much larger scale, the peasants as always galned
the least and suffered the most. Many merely wanted to be
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left alone to live thelr tradlitional llfe,. Any
Interference, whether from the government or the Vlet Cong
was llkely to allenate them. The government seemed to win
the battle of allenatlng the peasant. The peasants were
more llkely to be driven from supporting t:e gcvernment as
the promised reforms did not materlallize and conditions did
not Improve. Instead of seelng economic. soctial, and
political reforms they became part of a progran that was
more military than anvthing else. The goals ot the program
were expressed In securlty terms rather than 1In natlon
bulldlng terms. In the maln those who Implemented the
program were members of the armed forces. The government
became |ncreasingly lInvolved In almost every aspect of the
peasant’s llfe. As the program progressed and the
government was not able to dellver on the promises [t had
made, lt’s presence was at very least resented. It was
often rejected out of hand as hamlets and villages turned to
the Viet Cong. In thls environment the Viet Cong were quick
to capltalize and quickly and effectlvely extended thelr
control and Influence.

Preajdent Dlem, A Natlonaligt and a Mandacln. Part of
Dlem’s attractlon to hls Amerlcan supporters wag that he was
Intensely natlonallistic and determined that South Vlietnam
would survive as an Independent non-Communigst state. As
President Kennedy sought the best place to make a commltment
agalinst communism |n Southeast Asla, these natlonallst

sentiments were to be one of the declding factors |In
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choosing South Vietnam as the place to stand and flght.
Thus, beglnning wlth the May 1961 vislt of Vice Presldent
Johnson, the two natlons became Increasingly allied In an
intensifled endeavour agalnst Communism. It was not to be
an easy alllance, In part this was due to the nationalist
gentiments of Dlem, the very sentiments that had attracted
the Amerlcans to him In the flrst place. Dlem was wary of
Amerlican Influence, belleving that |t would Jjeopardize his
natlionallist reputation, and as a result he firmly resisted
the Introduction of American troops.!3 He was also
reluctan *o accept U.S. advice and suggestlions for reform,
even when the latter became conditlons for U.S. asslstance.
Faced wlth no real alternative to Dlem at this stage, the
Americans were forced to acqulesce. This further
accentuated the diffe-ences between the two states as the
Amerlicans '"keenly r seﬁted belng the puppet of their
puppet ." 14

As well as being unwilling to accept U.S. advice,
Dlem was also unwllllng or unable to accept advice or
cciticism from hls own people,. Ruling very much as a
Mandarin, he was lsolated from his pecple, susplclious of all
around him, and unable to delegate authorlity. As the threat
to hls government grew, these attrlbutes were accentuated
and he became more and more autocratic. He was convinced
that the path he had chosen was the correct one, and he
would entertaln no crliticlem. He dlirected government

through a tlght group of offlcials, mostly Catholics, who
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were unrepresentative of the majorlty of the population ot
South Vietnam. He relled heavlly on hls famlly, especlalliy
hls brother, Nhu, who Hllsman saw as "an lIlnfluence leadling
to dlsaster.” Hllsman added that Nhu’s susplclousness and
apocalyptlic view of himself and hls famlly "hinted of
madnessg.* 15 Diem had an excessively narrow view of power
and was unwllling to share |t with any other element In
soclety. He selzed the opportunlity offered by the strateglc
hamlets to extend hls power and Influence throughout the
countryslide. As the Strategic Hamlet Program was
Implemented Diem concentrated on relnforcing hls power base
rather than reallzing the opportunities for eccnomic,
soclal, and polltical reform.

A _Lack of Unlty of Effort. There were numerous views
of what the strateglc hamlets were meant to achleve. Most
views were clearly enunclated, others were kept subordinate
and pursued surreptltliously. Over the llfe of the strategic
hamlets the differing views provided a source of friction
and a factor that effectlvely precluded unity of effort
among the various partles.

To Diem, the program was prilmarily a means of
extending government control In the countryslde. By
groupling the peasants |Into more easily controllable and
defendable areas and thus separating them from the Viet
Cong, the government saw that 1t could solve the securlty
problem and allow economlc, soclal, and political
development. Regrouping also presented Diem with the
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opportunlity of extending political power In the hamlets by
organlzationg such as the Revolutlonary Youth. By
references to the concepts of perscnallsm and
gself-suffliclency, Dlem and Nhu also made it very clear that
moral force and the revolutlon wlthin the people were an
Important part of the Strateglc Hamlet Program. 1In reality,
personallism, which was in part designed as a counter
Ideology to Communism, was an expression that there were
Inadequate resources to support the strateglc hamlets. The
government expected much from the peasants and wag not
Inclined to help to any great extent.

To some Unlted States offlclalg, the Strateglc Hamlet
Program was an opportunlty to provide securlty to South
Vietnam and to paclfy the country by bringing about
realistlc and long overdue soclal, economic, and pollitical
reforms. ~ Among Amerlican representatlves In South Vietnam
this was not a unlversal view. The milltary tended to
concentrate on the conventional threat from the north,
viewing the efforts to provide reform at the village and
hamlet level as a sldeshow and part of another less
Important war. In contrast the U.S. State Department and
many clvlllians withln the Embassy were enthuslastlc about
Ingtituting reforms to win the alleglance of the pecple. To
this end they made ever Increasing flnancial and material
comml tments to the pacificatlon program.

These opposing views were never adequately reconclled

and the Amerlcan millltary and clv!llan organlzatlions at no
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stage reached agreement on the true nature of the war or how
It was to be won. The resclution of these opposing views
was compllcated by the multiple organlzations established to
implement the program. At no time was there ever any proper
coordinatlon and planning between the dlfferent agencles.
These problems were to seriously dllute the Unlted States
effort to assist the Government of South Vietnam and meant
that there was no unlity of effort In the overall U.S. effort
to assist South Vietnam.

Lack of Commjtment. The Strategic Hamlet Program was
framed in grand rhetorlc especlally from the government In
Salgon. Much was made of the total nature of the
"revolutlion" to achleve Improvements through a movement of
“goildarlity and self-suffliclency.” Personallsm was
lntrpduced as a revolution that “sanctlioned social
disclpllne and politlcal constralnt In the name of a nobler
liberty."16  Government actions did not live up to the
thetorlc., Indeed, both the personallst phlilosophy and the
calls for self-sufficlency seemed to accentuate the gap
between the government and the peasants and confirm the
Insensitivity of the Saigon regime to the situation In the
countrysice. If the peasants wanted something done, they
would have to do it for themselves. To the peasants the
government demanded much and cffered llttle In return.

=) sira Le. Even though
the Strateglc Hamlet Program became a predominantly mllltary

program, |t required the coordination of neariy all elements
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of the South Vietnamese government as well as many ot the
agencles of the Unlted States represented In the country.
This was not an easy task, and the !mmense complexlitles [t
created taxed the adminlstrative and resource capabllltlies
of South Vietnam. The civil service was poorly educated and
most of [ts senior-level offlcers were those who had served
the French colonial regime, who had "no Interest in the
countryslde or understanding of the peasants."17

Both the Government of Vietnam and the Government of
the United States established high level administrative and
coordinative bodles at the natlonal level. These bodles
were of little utility. The Vietnamese Interministerial
Committee was largely a flgurehead organizatlon established
to provide some credibllity for the declsions of Nhu.
Within the U.S. Country Team there was little coordinatlon
between the varlous agenclies that accepted or assumed
responsibllities for varlous aspects of the program.
Cooperation and ccordination between the respective bodies
at this level and all the way down to provinclal level was
marked by susplclons and dliffering views on the shape of the
program. A prime example of thls was the Amerlcan decl!slon
to adminigter economic assistance at the provincial level In
order to avold the bureaucracy and corruptlon at the
national level.

Viet Cong Reactlon. The Viet Cong reactlon was
strangely mixed. At first thelr reaction was neglliglble and

It was not until July 1963 that the Viet Cong began to take
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concerted mllitary actione agalnat the hamlets. Prlor to
this they seem to have experlenced difflculty In determlning
the extent of the threat from the strategic hamlets and the
approprlate reactlon necessary to neutrallze the government
initlatlve, Thus In the early stages Viet Cong actlons
could not be considered as a signlflcant threat to the
strategic hamlets,. Even Into 1963 extensive milltary
activity was not necessary to regaln Influence and control
In the hamlets. Many of the hamlets simply turned to the
Vliet Cong In frustratlon and resentment as a result of
government actlons. The tardliness of violent Viet Cong
reaction may have been a dellberate tactic iIn order to allow
the resentment generated by the strategle hamlets to do
thelr work for them. This tactlc-ls relnforced by the role
of the Viet Cong agent *Albert" Pham Ngoc Tho, who as Nhu‘s
principal alde, was happy to push the rate of constructlon
ahead at a fast pace. On balance, the Vliet Cong response
does not appear to have been a decislve factor in the
fallure of the Strategic Hamlet Program. Thelr actlons were
certalnly a contributing factor, but there were many more
important factors, ail of which were under the control of
the Government of Vietnam and its alllies.

United OStates Impatlience and Intolerance. From the
very beginning of Amerlican lnvolvement, there were

fundamental djfferences |n attitude=s and approaches between
the South Vietnamese and Amerlicans. The Amerlcans were
Impatient and anxious to get on wlth the Job. To many
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Amerlcans, money, manpower, and flrepower were all tha. were
reeded to solve the problems of South Vietnam. The
Vietnamese were Incllined to take a longer term view and were
not anxlous to take advice. The V]ietnamese regarded thelr
natlon as older and more sophisticated than the United
States, and "looked on the Amerlcans as lmpatlent, nalve and
childlike, lacking all sense of form or history."!8

Vice Presldent Johnson echoed the view of many
Amerlcans who regarded South Vietnam as "a ‘young and
unsophistlicated’ natlon, populated by affable little men,
unaccustomed to the modern world, who, I1f sufficlently
bucked up by lnstructlon and encouragement, might amount to
something.*1?

In times of <crisis, these dlfferences were
accentuated. As the securlty sltuaflon worsened and the
Buddhist crisis grew, tensions between the two nations
lncreased, and eventually a gaplng chasm was opened.
Frederick Nolting, U.S. Ambassador to South Vietnam
suggested that U.S. actlons In late 1963 were preclpltated
by a fear that the U.S. long-term effort to sustaln South
Vietnam would be negated by the 1lnabllity of the Diem
government to cope with the Buddhist crisis.20 These fears
and a general lIntolerance of Dlem’s gtyle of government
(American advisers had been demandling reform for many vears)
precipltated the U.S. support for the coup In November 1963.
Nolting’s asseasment was that tc America’s ultimate scrrow

and defeat |In Vietnam, the United States, "ran out of
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patlence and diplomacy in 1963.%21 The U.S. threat to
withdraw ald In late 1963 and complliclty In the coup were

major factors In seallng the fate of the Strateglc Hamlet

Program.

CONCLUSION

In the chaos and confusion that followed the coup In
November 1963, there was little time for the Strategic
Hamlet Program. Offlclals at all levels of government, were
unsure of how to proceed. Those who replaced President Dlem
had no prepared pollcy and tock too long to make declsions
on the future of the strateglc hamlets. Most provinclal and
iocal offliclals were replaced and over the next few months
there were frequent and repeated changes to these
appolntments.22 A paralysis of policy and action continued
as governments changed throughout 1964. In this
environment, both government officlals and the peasants were
reluctant to commit themselves to & program assoclated with
the discredited Diem regime and a program that was clearly
falling apart. The Viet Cong efflclently fllled the vold
left by the strategic hamlets. They fllled it so
efflclently, that by the end of 1964, Thompson assessed that
the government was losing control In the countryside, and
"the villages were beglinning ‘to encircle the towns’.*23

The Strategic Hamlet Program falled for a great many
reasone, Primary among these were lnadequate plannling and
coordination, Inadequate resources, a totally unreallstic
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timetable, problems with sliting and construction, and
Inadequate and false evaluatlion. Other reasons for the
fallure of the program were the narrow and selfish view of
Diem and Nhu of what they wanted to achleve, highlighted by
a lack of commltment to the program, an !napproprlate and
compllcated administrative structure that had ltlttle
coordinative power, and Unlited States Impatlence and
Intolerance.,

Above all of these reasons the South Vietnamese
peasants who had been ldentified as the focus of the
Strateglic Hamiet Program, resented and largely rejected the
programm because of a general perceptlion that there was
little In It for them. This feellng was accentuated by
corrupt and uncaring government officlals more Interested In
themselves than the people iIn the countryside.

Despite this example of fallure a properly resourced
and coordinated paclfication campalgn remalns a viable
response tu an lnsurgency sltuatlion. A program such as the
Strategic Hamlet Program, designed to achleve securlity, as
well as economic, soclal, and political reform remalns a
viable component of a paclficatlon program. The Strateglc
Hamlet Program In South Vietnam was an attempt at such a
program. However, because of problemns in implementation and

design the program w.3 nct abie to reallze 1ts  ful)

potential and subsequen 1y falled.
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POSTSCRIPT

One outstandlng questlion remalns, The questlion
relates to the ablllty of the Unlted States to act as a
constructive and rellable pactner In assisting a country
faced with an lnsurgency. A country seeklng support should
be concerned that |t recelives consistent and rellable
Support, generally free of <demands for soclal and
administrative reform. 1In South Vietnam, over the perlod of
this study, the United States was unable to meet these
requirements. Support was nelther consistent nor was |t
properly related to the true nature of the problem. Instead
of being almed at the root causes of the Insurgency, the aid
effort was serjously dlluted by a focus on the threat of a
conventional invasion from the north. In 1963 the threats
to withdraw support Indicated the unrellable nzture of the
United States as a country pro.lding support. The Unlted
States was unable to commlit Itself to a long term view of
the problem even though It was recognized that, as 1in
Malaya, the problems of insurgency could not be soived
overnight.

The demands for soclal and poiltica)l reforme placed
on Preslident Dlem demonstrated the |ntolerance of the United
States for a pollitical syetem other thun one modelied on its
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own. Had the Unlited States been able to accept Dlem’s rule

as a less than "perfect" government and had It committed

Itself to the long term support of his government and his

pollicles, especlally pacificatlion, events may have proceeded

differently. Certalnly the “Amerlicanlzation" of the war

‘ from 1964 proved a less than satlsfactory alternate solutlion
to the problems of South Vietnam.

While U.S. efforts In South Vietnam In support of the

strategic hamlets were constructlve and contributed to the

implementation of the program, U.S. actlions also played a
role in the deml!se of the program. The questlon of the
abllity of the U.S. to operate In thls environment |is
Important for both the country requesting asslstance and for
the United States as It attempts to shape lts securlty
environment Into the 213t century. While it ls beyond the
scope of this thesis to make Judgments on this questijon, It

la a subject worthy of further study.
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